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Foreword: From Boys to Men 
Just eight short years after their debut, BTS has become one of the 
most important bands in the world—and their influence only grows 


PART ONE 


BULLETPROOF BOY SCOUTS 


i2 

Jin 

He may be BTS’s official 
“visual” member, but Jin is 
more than just a pretty face 


1G 

Suga 

He’s as sweet as his stage 
name suggests, but there’s a 
depth to Suga 


2O 

J-Hope 

His moniker says it all: J-Hope 
is not only the upbeat heart 
of the group, he also extends 
his positivity outward 


24 
RM 


The first to join, this rap genius 
leads BTS with a strong, steady 
hand that never falters 


28 

Jimin 

Known for his smooth 
vocals and even smoother 
dance moves, Jimin can’t 
help but shine 


32 
V 


With his husky baritone 
and unique personality, 
V stands out on the 
global stage 


3G 
Jungkook 


As the youngest member 
of BTS, Jungkook has had 
to grow up fast 


40 
Better Together 


There’s no denying 
they’re dynamite! 


BTS AROUND THE WORLD 


Secrets of the 

Pop Stars 

In 2019 EW traveled to South 
Korea to hang with the septet 


The Ultimate 

BTS Timeline 

We trace the evolution of 
the Bulletproof Boy Scouts 
from their debut album in 
2013 to their nomination for 
the 2021 Grammys 


Behind the Curtain 


For one whirlwind day, pho- 
tographer Brian Guido trailed 
BTS as they prepared for 

the American Music Awards 


How BTS Redefined 
K-pop 


They debuted with a traditional 
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K-pop look and style, 
but their sound since has 
defied definition 


The Essential 
Albums 

A guide to BTS’s six most 
influential recordings 


The Korean Wave: 
A Global 
Phenomenon 

For more than two 
decades, Korean culture 
has influenced film 

and TV, food, fashion, 
beauty—and everything 
in between 


BTS: A Bright Future 
New albums or virtual 
concerts? We’re keeping 
our fingers crossed 


PHOTOGRAPH BY BRIAN GUIDO 


FOREWORD 


FROM BOYS 
TO MEN 


Just eight short years after their debut, BTS has 
become one of the MOST IMPORTANT BANDS in the 
world—and their influence only grows. BY STEPHAN LEE 


IT’S IMPOSSIBLE TO EXAGGERATE 
just how beloved and significant 
BTS has become since their debut 
in 2013. The actual stats and fig- 
ures proving the band’s popularity 
are mind-boggling, but it’s not just 
the numbers that set them apart. 
As much as cultural critics and 
journalists have tried, you can’t 
pinpoint just one thing that gener- 
ates the utmost passion and 
loyalty to BTS from every culture 
and every demographic. They’re a 
phenomenon, and by definition, 
you can’t quite explain a phenom- 
enon. But we’ll try. 

What makes the septet from 
South Korea the most influential 
entertainers on the planet right 
now—if not ever—is not just the 
breadth of their reach but the 
depth. More than 40 million peo- 
ple around the world have enlisted 
in ARMY, the group’s official fan- 
dom, and the fans have used their 
unparalleled power to help propel 
the group up the charts and shatter 
records. With every major BTS 
release, the group will gain new fol- 
lowers, and the results are nothing 
short of breathtaking. BTS is easily 
the most-tweeted-about music act 
on Twitter (next time you're on the 
social media site, check out how 
many tiny “7”s you see hovering 
over user names, which has 
become an ARMY badge of honor). 
They hold a plethora of records for 
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music videos on YouTube, includ- 
ing most views in 24 hours (101.1 
million) for “Dynamite”; they’re 
the first all-South Korean act to 
reach the top of the Billboard 100, 
most recently debuting at No. 1 
with “Life Goes On”; and it’s not 
just streaming—their album Map 
of the Soul: 7 was the bestselling 
physical album of 2020 in the 
United States. In South Korea the 
band is single-handedly worth a 
reported $3.6 billion to the 
national economy. By every metric 
BTS’s fan engagement—what 
Hollywood and marketing pros 
use as the all-important marker of 
success—is unprecedented and the 
envy of the world. 

Yet BTS’s influence goes far 
beyond entertainment, and ARMY 
does much more than stan their 
favs. ARMY made headlines for its 
disruption in politics in the sum- 
mer of 2020 by trolling right-wing 
politicians and defusing racist 
hashtags on social media; they also 
matched BTS’s $1 million contri- 
bution to the Black Lives Matter 
movement in just one day. 

Fans’ advocacy efforts stem 
directly from the band’s good 
example: In 2018 BTS spoke at the 
United Nations General Assembly 
and the previous year teamed up 
with UNICEF for their anti- 
bullying, anti-violence “Love 
Yourself” campaign, which raised 


- Clockwise 
from top 

BTS performed 
“Dynamite,” 
their first 
English-language 
hit, on The 
Tonight Show 
Starring Jimmy 
Fallon in 2020; 
ARMY waited 

in New York’s 
Central Park to 
catch their 2019 
performance 
for Good Morn- 
ing America; 
fans at the GMA 
event showed 
their love for 
the band. 
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< Clockwise 
from top Sparks 
flew during 
BTS’s America’s 
Got Talent per- 
formance in 
2020; accepting 
an award at the 
Billboard Music 
Awards in 2019; 
at the United 
Nations in 2018 
to promote edu- 
cation and 
employment 
programs for 
young people. 


NIN 


Foreword 


BEYOND THE DEEPER REASONS 
BTS IS SO POPULAR IS POP 101: 
THEIR MUSIC IS CATCHY AND EASY 
TO SING ALONG TO” 


more than $1.4 million. The BTS 
juggernaut has evolved into a 
global social revolution for good. 
Yet in 2021 it’s easy to forget that 
BTS wasn’t breaking records from 
day one. Initially formed in 2010 by 
Big Hit Entertainment founder 
Bang Si-Hyuk, Bangtan Sonyeon- 
dan, or BTS, debuted in 2013 with 
their album 2 Cool 4 Skool, which 
wasn’t an immediate chart-topper. 
(At the time, Big Hit wasn’t consid- 
ered one of the “Big Three” K-pop 
companies, the likes of which pro- 
duced Psy, Girls’ Generation and 
BIGBANG.) But the relative lack of 
fanfare surrounding BTS’s debut 
may have turned out to be an advan- 
tage in the long run. From the 
beginning, the individual members 
of BTS had an unusual amount of 
creative freedom over their music 
and image; they committed to long- 
term storytelling rather than 
jumping on current trends that may 
have guaranteed more immediate 
success. Their music spoke directly 
to their listeners, getting refresh- 
ingly honest about the alienation 
young people feel from being sub- 
ject to rules imposed by older 
generations with their “school” and 
“youth” trilogies of albums. Their 
lyrics spoke honestly about anxiety 
and mental health—topics that not 
a lot of top pop groups were 
approaching at the time—all with an 
underlying positivity and sense of 
hope for the future. And, of course, 
over some sick, innovative hooks 
and hard-hitting, perfectly synced 
choreography, which BTS pulls off 
better than anyone on the planet. 


It took a good three years of 
hard work and building deep con- 
nections with audiences before 
BTS broke through worldwide in 
a huge way. If you had to pick one 
album to call their international 
breakthrough, it’s probably 
Wings, which was later repack- 
aged as You Never Walk Alone. 
The first single from the re- 
release was an original track 
(written in part by members RM 
and Suga), called “Spring Day,” a 
heartfelt ballad about yearning 
and love; the raw, earnest lyrics 
touch on themes of unconditional 
acceptance and understanding, 
which is one of the defining 
themes of BTS’s oeuvre: 

You know it all 

You're my best friend 

The morning will come again 

No darkness, no season 

is eternal. 

It’s perhaps the song that most 
typifies BTS’s singular ability to 
speak directly and personally to 
fans, no matter the language. 

Although it’s impossible to pin- 
point one “reason” for BTS’s 
success, the clarity of intent 
behind everything they do—to 
make people feel less alone—is the 
X factor that attracts millions of 
devotees rather than casual fans. 
And whether or not every ARMY 
realizes it, part of what fans love 
about BTS can be traced back to 
their uniquely Korean values, such 
as sincerity, collective harmony 
over pure individualism and rigor- 
ous hard work—which aren’t 
always themes you find front and 
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center in a lot of pop music. 

Of course, beyond the deeper 
reasons BTS is so popular is Pop 
101: Their music is catchy and easy 
to sing along to, chock-full of state- 
of-the-art hooks. Starting in 2017 
tracks like “DNA,” “Mic Drop” and 
“Fake Love” became huge hits in 
the States, and the group shattered 
several Billboard records. “Boy 
with Luv,” featuring Halsey, set the 
bar even higher in 2019, and then 
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in 2020 “Dynamite”—the group’s 
first song recorded in all English— 
was such an explosive hit, debuting 
at No.1on US. charts, that it finally 
got mainstream American audi- 
ences to blur the distinctions 
between K-pop and just really 


damn good pop, regardless of 
where the singers are from. The 
song garnered the band’s first 
Grammy nomination for Best Pop 
Duo/Group Performance, making 


t BTS in 2021. 
From left to 
right: Jimin, 
Suga, V, J-Hope, 
Jin, RM and 
Jungkook. 


them the first K-pop group to score 
a nod, a long-overdue acknowl- 
edgement of their impact. 

And this special edition you 
hold in your hands is Entertain- 
ment Weekly’s wholehearted 
appreciation of both BTS and 
ARMY’s impact on pop culture and 
on the world. If EW’s mission is to 
report on all the most important 
entertainment, BTS surely fits the 
bill. Inside, you will find stories 


chronicling the band’s meteoric 
rise and evolving sound; bios of 
each member and their unique 
contributions to the group; and 
even a special trip inside their 
Seoul recording studio, which one 
EW writer was lucky enough to 
snag. By the time youre reading 
this, we’re sure BTS will have sur- 
passed many of the records we’ve 
listed, and they’ll have given us 
more Internet-breaking fashion 


moments and chart-topping bops. 
This is just the beginning. 

And on a personal note, as a 
Korean-American journalist who 
worked as a writer and editor at 
Entertainment Weekly for seven 
years, it fills me with indescribable 
pride that this special edition 
exists. I pursued my dream job out 
of love for the music, TV and mov- 
ies I grew up obsessing over, 
although very little of it featured 


anyone who looked like me. That’s 


why seeing seven Korean men 
grace the cover in 2019 was not 
something I could imagine during 
my time at EW let alone in my life- 
time. This issue feels like a symbol 
of how far BTS has brought us. 

So this is also athank-you to Jin, 
Suga, J-Hope, RM, Jimin, V, Jung- 
kook and ARMY for sharing their 
talents with the world. It’s the gift 
we need now. 
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Woods 


BTS took the stage 
in 2013. From left: 
Jin, J-Hope, Suga, 
V, Jimin, Jungkook 


NAME KIM SEOKJIN BORN DEC. 4, 1992 
HOMETOWN GWACHEON EMOUJI 4 
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Kim Seokjin 


IT’S THE ULTIMATE K=-POP FAIRY TALE: 
Youre walking down the street with 
your friends when all of a sudden 
youre discovered by a scout froma 
major record label. Well, this fairy 
tale came true not once but twice 
for Jin: once by SM Entertainment 
when he was a student and known 
as Kim Seokjin, and later by a tal- 
ent scout for Big Hit Entertain- 
ment while he was stepping off of a 
bus. Although his natural good 
looks opened doors early on—and 
he’s currently BTS’s official 
“visual” member—Jin has worked 
hard for every one of his accolades. 
It’s surprising that even though he 
didn’t have music training when 
he started at Big Hit (he was study- 
ing acting), he’s now one of the 
most distinctive vocalists in the 
group. His bright, expressive tenor 
features on tracks like “Awake” 
and “Moon,” as well as on self- 
produced tracks such as “Tonight.” 
His bandmates frequently name 
him as one of the most improved 
singers and dancers. 

While he relishes the nickname 
“Worldwide Handsome,” and a top 
plastic surgeon in Korea once 
called his face “perfect,” Jin is 
known for his humility and self- 
deprecating sense of humor, 
adding to the unbreakable bond 
among group members. Jin has let 
the world in on countless inside 


jokes, whether it’s his notable pas- 
sion for food (check out his 
mukbang “Eat Jin” on YouTube), 
his famously crooked fingers or his 
talent for tearing open bags of 
chips with his feet. He’s also a lover 
of animals, takes care of his pet 
sugar glider (an adorable species of 
flying marsupial) and supports 
such charities as the Korea Animal 
Welfare Association and Korean 
Animal Rights Advocates, which 
his fans have also contributed to. 
Jin never ceases to surprise. In 
2020 he continued to peel back the 
layers, demonstrating the full 
extent of his growing artistry with 
his solo song “Abyss.” In the haunt- 
ing track, dropped on the eve of his 
birthday, Jin explores his feelings 
of isolation and anxiety, prompting 
a global discussion of mental health 
on social media. Critics and ARMY 
alike praised the lyrics for their 
emotional honesty and rawness. 
“Worldwide Handsome” has 
racked up plenty of other nicknames 
too, including “Mr. Shoulders,” 
“Third One from the Left” and 
“Matnae” (meaning that while he’s 
the oldest member, he often seems 
like the youngest). Although he’s not 
always the most featured member of 
BTS, Jin’s sensitivity, honey-dipped 
voice and genius for dad jokes make 
him one of the most lovable celebri- 
ties on the planet. —Stephan Lee 


WHILE HE RELISHES THE 
NICKNAME ‘WORLDWIDE HAND- 
SOME’... JIN IS KNOWN FOR HIS 
HUMILITY AND SELF-DEPRECATING 
SENSE OF HUMOR” 
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Bulletproof Boy Scouts ~ 


The Solo 
WHEN NOT PERFORMING, JIN GETS COZY 


IN OVERSIZE SWEATERS AND JACKETS 


Tracks 


THROUGH THIS PAIR OF 
MELANCHOLIC RELEASES, 
JIN ATTEMPTED TO MAKE 
HIMSELF VULNERABLE TO 
FANS IN A WAY HE NEVER 
HAD PREVIOUSLY. AND HE 

SUCCEEDED MASTERFULLY 


‘TONIGHT?’ 2019 
Though he’d performed solos 
with BTS in the past, “Tonight” 
marked Jin’s first produced solo 
track. He released the ballad, 
inspired by his pets, ahead of the 
group’s annual BTS FESTA. 


| 


i. 


YSS’ 2020 


For his birthday, Jin gave fans an 
e e e unexpected gift—the surprise 
G IVI ng Ba ck Bis release “Abyss.” Another ballad, 


it laid bare many of Jin’s fears 
and doubts, he explained in an 
the org through its Love Myself campaign in 2019. But Jin took his love to a higher 


BTS and UNICEF are a great team: The septet raised more than $2 million for 


accompanying letter. 
level, becoming a member of Korea’s Honors Club by contributing $84,000. 


— 


e 9 e 
: , Jin’s Favorite 
5 < = Tracks 

. . , >= POP SENSIBILITIES RUN STRONG 
} ; IN THIS PLAYLIST (WHICH 


ALSO INCLUDES A CERTAIN 
POPULAR K-POP GROUP...) 


i.thei 
TAYLOR SWIFT 


2. Someone You Loved 
LEWIS CAPALDI 


3. Stuck with U 
ARIANA GRANDE 
(WITH JUSTIN BIEBER) 


4. Fix You 
COLDPLAY 


5. Life Goes On 
BTS 
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NAME MIN YOONGI BORN MARCH 9, 1993 
HOMETOWN DAEGU EMOJI * 


He’s as sweet as his stage 
name suggests, but there’s a 
depth to Suga too. A gifted 
rapper and prolific lyricist 
known the world over, he never 
forgets his roots. 


PHOTOGRAPH BY PETER YANG 


Min Yoong! 


SUGA TOOK ON HIS STAGE NAME 
early on in his BTS career based 
on his sweet demeanor and 
appearance (it’s also short for 
“shooting guard,” his position in 
school basketball). But Suga, who 
was born Min Yoongi and is 
known to ARMY more commonly 
as Yoongi, is far more complex 
than his gentle exterior suggests. 
There’s a fascinating duality that 
comes out in Suga’s art: One sec- 
ond, he can be a savage, aggressive 
rapper, spitting rhymes at a 
machine-gun pace, and the next 
he’s sweet and squishable. His 
fellow members and fans have 
described him as tsundere, a term 
popularized in anime and manga 
that describes a character who 
starts off cold and distant but 
later reveals themselves to be 
warm and friendly on the inside. 
(And did we forget to mention 
he has the cutest brown toy 
poodle named Holly?) As you can 
see, there’s always more than 
meets the eye with our favorite 
BTS introvert. 

Overcoming hardship fuels 
Suga’s talent—the juxtaposition 
of his poor background and his 
current level of fame keeps his 
work honest. Suga began compos- 
ing lyrics and producing tracks at 
age 13 after discovering the music 
composition platform MIDI. He 


made a name for himself in the 
underground rap community 
“Gloss” and 
originally joined Big Hit as a pro- 
ducer. During his trainee days he 
had to take on side jobs in secret, 
including as a delivery boy, to 
make ends meet. And since his 
debut with BTS, he’s been a non- 
stop font of lyrics and beats, 
having contributed more than 
100 songs to the Korea Music 
Copyright Association. His two 


under the name 


solo mixtapes, Agust D and D-2, 
were notable for the fierce rap 
style and the vulnerability of the 
messages. “Daechwita,” the lead 
single from D-2, is especially 
remarkable for the unique histor- 
ical motif of the music video and 
the wit of the lyrics. 

As with other members of BTS, 
Suga has played a pioneering role 
in exploring topics of anxiety and 
depression and advocates for 
LGBTQ+ rights on and off the 
stage. Despite all the accolades, 
broken records and unprece- 
dented popularity of BTS, Yoongi 
still remembers where he comes 
from. As he recalled in an inter- 
view: “After we debuted, I went 
back to the dorm and sat there 
blankly staring. I could not 
believe me, a kid from a poor 
Daegu family, would be able to 
make it.” —Stephan Lee 


SUGA IS FAR MORE COMPLEX THAN 
HIS GENTLE EXTERIOR SUGGESTS. 
THERE’S A FASCINATING DUALITY 
THAT COMES OUT IN HIS ART” 
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A Sweet 
Birthday Treat 


SUGA MAY BE KNOWN FOR 
HIS ICONIC AIRPORT OUTFITS, 
BUT HE MAKES A STATEMENT 
WHEREVER HE GOES 


Bulletproof Boy Scouts 


The 
Mixtapes 


WHEN HE RECORDS ON 


HIS OWN, SUGA GOES BY THE 
MONIKER AGUST D. BUT NO 
MATTER WHAT HE CALLS 
HIMSELF, HE ALWAYS SEEMS 
TO FIND SUCCESS 


2016 
This self-titled 10-track 
release leans heavily into 
Suga’s underground rap 
roots—and doesn’t shy 
away from laying bare the 
artist’s vulnerabilities. 


2020 


The single “Daechwita,” from 
his 2020 follow-up, debuted at 
e e e No. 1 on Billboard’s Rap Digital 
Making Hits with Halse ere seta ene 
by a Korean artist to do so. 
BTS have a long history with the singer-songwriter, but it was Suga that Halsey 
chose to single out on her third studio aloum, Manic, in 2020. Her awe over the 


lyrical power of Agust D inspired the pair’s collaboration “Suga’s Interlude.” 


SUGA’s 
Favorite 
Tracks 


HIS LOVE OF RAP 
(WITH A SIDE OF HARRY 
STYLES THROWN IN) IS 
ON FULL DISPLAY IN HIS 

SPOTIFY PLAYLIST. 


Juicy 
THE NOTORIOUS B.1.G. 


Big Poppa 
THE NOTORIOUS B.I.G. 


Falling 
HARRY STYLES 


Be (Intro) 
COMMON 


Day One 
HANS ZIMMER, 
DANIEL LOPEZ-VAZQUEZ 
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J-HOPE 
NAME JUNG HOSEOK BORN FEB. 18, 1994 
HOMETOWN GWANGJU EMOJI ~ 
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Jung Hoseok 


THE CATCHPHRASE “I’M YOUR HOPE. 
Youre my hope. I’m J-Hope” is one 
of BTS’s most instantly recognizable 
introductions. But the rapping- 
dancing-singing ray of smiling 
sunshine behind it is not just an 
extension of the comfort BTS has 
provided to millions of fans. No, it’s 
what member J-Hope himself 
wishes to be his larger purpose. 

Jung Hoseok was born on Feb. 18, 
1994, in South Korea’s southern 
city of Gwangju, an area known for 
its rich cuisine. A young J-Hope 
grew up incorporating dance in 
multiple aspects of his life by taking 
classes and being part of an under- 
ground dance crew, all while 
competing in local and national 
competitions. By the time he signed 
with Big Hit Entertainment, the 
soon-to-be star was well-known for 
his dance skills. In fact, before offi- 
cially entering the music world 
with BTS, J-Hope was featured on 
the song “Animal” by K-pop star Jo 
Kwon, allowing him to gain experi- 
ence and early buzz thanks to 
television performances. 

By the time he made his debut 
with BTS in 2018, J-Hope’s role 
focused mostly on dancing and 
rapping, while being a consistent 
lyricist, even contributing to sev- 
eral songs on their first album 2 
Cool 4 Skool. As BTS has grown, 
J-Hope has increasingly show- 
cased his vocal chops as well, 
handling more melodies in group 
songs (heard in “Spring Day,” 


“Make It Right” and “Dynamite”) 
and slowly dabbling in production. 

J-Hope has also been able to 
explore new sides of his artistry for 
solo releases. His 2018 mixtape 
Hope World not only allowed him 
to play with new genres like house 
and funk but also let fans into his 
personal reflections on career dif- 
ficulties as well as his love of classic 
literature. His 2019 hip-hop/ 
Latin-pop mashup single “Chicken 
Noodle Soup” featuring Becky G 
also let him honor a song that 
inspired his dance career. With 
both releases the star was able to 
enter charts around the world as 
international fans supported 
J-Hope the soloist. 

Beyond his artistic skills, J-Hope 
fully embraces his stage name. Not 
only does he always provide high 
energy and warm smiles during 
performances, interviews and time 
with fans, but he’s donated hun- 
dreds of thousands of dollars to 
children’s charities including sup- 
port for those attending his former 
schools in Gwangju. “It would be 
hugely meaningful for me if I can 
become, like my namesake, hope 
for someone in the world,” he told 
Time in 2018. “It’d be fantastic to 
become a part of someone’s per- 
sonal peace.” 

No doubt, J-Hope is actively 
accomplishing his larger mission 
toward peace and providing hope 
in the world through his music 
and generosity. —Jeff Benjamin 


J-HOPE FULLY EMBRACES HIS 
STAGE NAME WITH HIGH ENERGY 
AND WARM SMILES TO FANS” 


22 ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY 


The Collabora 


tions 


Bulletproof Boy Scouts ~ 


@ 
J-HOPE ROCKS THE COMFY LOOK WITH The Side 
‘ e 
FANNY PACKS AND JEAN JACKETS Projects 


AS A SOLO ARTIST, J-HOPE HAS 
LANDED MULTIPLE HITS. HIS 
VERY FIRST HIP-HOP MIXTAPE 
MADE HIM THE HIGHEST 
CHARTED KOREAN SOLOIST 


2018 
It’s “a dream for me,” he said 
about his first mixtape. Two of the 
seven tracks were released as 
singles, and the albums Billboard 
ranking made J-Hope a solo hit. 


2019 


While the hit single (feat. 
Becky G) was released for free, 
J-Hope made sure the song’s 
original rapper, Bianca Bonnie, 


Master of Dance sealer epee 
deserved but a hefty check. 
Clear the stage, J-Hope’s got some moves! The multitalented superstar 


began dancing in school, winning contests long before he started singing. 
It’s something he has said helped prepare him for being a K-pop trainee. J-Hope’s 


Favorite 
Tracks 


HIS SPOTIFY INCLUDES A 
MIX OF PEPPY HIP-HOP, KOREAN 
POP AND R-RATED RAP 
FEATURING A MUSIC VIDEO WITH 
INCREDIBLE DANCE MOVES 


Fashion Hoarder 
BEENZINO, ZENE THE ZILLA 


Higher 
DJ HOTDAY, J. COLE 


By Your Side 
GILL CHANG, RAHN HARPER 


Dance on Me 
GOLDLINK 


Born Sinner 
(feat. James Fauntleroy) 
J. COLE, JAMES FAUNTLEROY 
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a 
The first to join, this rap genius 
leads BTS with a strong, steady 
hand that never falters. Through 
his expressive lyrics, RM gives 
fans a window into the “Real Me.” 
And we like what we see. 


THE LEADER 


Kim Namjoon 


IN KOREAN CULTURE, AGE-BASED 
hierarchies are important, so it 
might be a bit surprising that RM is 
the fourth oldest and fourth young- 
est in BTS, placing him squarely in 
the middle. But nothing about RM— 
affectionately known to fans by his 
given name, Namjoon—is middle of 
the pack. Despite not being the old- 
est in years, Big Hit Entertainment 
assigned him the official role of 
leader of the group, and it’s arole he 
fills naturally. Rarely the flashiest in 
terms of fashion choices or behav- 
ior, RM has stepped up as the 
backbone of the group, or even at 
times as a father figure, serving as 
spokesman for the group in press 
events and ensuring harmony 
between members. 

Although he doesn’t always 
crave the spotlight, RM is one of 
the most vital members behind the 
scenes, and he paved the way in the 
early days, making BTS the group 
it is today. A rap prodigy with the 
name Runch Randa, RM was BTS’s 
first member to join, and his cred- 
ibility as an artist helped motivate 
other members to sign with Big 
Hit. Throughout the trainee 
period—a notoriously rigorous 
process that most K-pop stars have 
to survive before debuting—RM 
was often the rock, inspiring other 
members to keep moving forward 
when they faced tough times. 

And perhaps RM’s most dis- 
tinguishing feature is his one- 
of-a-kind mind. He possesses an 
almost supernatural ability to 
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churn out lyrics. As just a kid he 
won poetry contests and even 
taught himself English by watch- 
ing the American sitcom Friends 
and reading books. Now he’s an 
internationally lauded lyricist, 
composer and producer and is 
one of Korea’s most prolific song- 
writers, according to the Korean 
Music Copyright Association. 
He’s impacted the international 
music scene, having contributed 
to many of BTS’s biggest hits and 
collaborated with the likes of Fall 
Out Boy and Lil Nas X. Always the 
forward-thinking pioneer, RM 
has advocated for LGBTQ+ rights 
and mental health awareness in 
his music—even before many 
South Korean pop singers were 
talking about those topics—and 
his solo mixtapes RM and Mono 
were game changers that won 
accolades from all over the world. 

Our Namjoon isn’t totally per- 
fect, however. Although he’s 
literally at the genius level— 
clocking in with a 148 IQ—he’s 
actually quite forgetful, having 
lost at least 33 pairs of AirPods; 
and while he can pull off moves 
that we mere mortals can only 
dream of, he’s not the strongest 
dancer in the group (his trainers 
sarcastically nicknamed him 
“Dance Prodigy”). Still, RM— 
which stands for “Real Me”—is the 
Renaissance Man of BTS and will 
continue to lead not just his fellow 
members but the entire global 
music scene. —Stephan Lee 


RM HAS STEPPED UP AS THE 


HAIR TO DYE 


‘Seoul Town Road’ 
LIL NAS X, 2019 


BACKBONE OF THE GROUP” 
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The Mixtapes 


LIKE HIS BANDMATES, RM’S DABBLED WITH A 
i RM HAS USED HIS SCARCE 
NUMBER OF DOS BUT SAYS SILVER IS HIS FAVE DOWNTIME FROM BTS 


TO PRODUCE A PAIR OF 
INTROSPECTIVE SOLO 
RECORDINGS—AND FANS JUST 
CAN’T GET ENOUGH 


1 RM 
RM 2015 
The rapper made his 
mixtape debut with this 
11-track hip-hop release 
on SoundCloud. The lyrics 
reflect his “inner darkness,” 
RM told Singles magazine. 


MONO 2018 
Like RM, this second mixtape 
(which he refers to as a “playlist”) 
was released commercially. And 
much like its predecessor, Mono 
beautifully lays bare RM’s soul. 


THERE’S NO DOUBT ABOUT IT: RM PLAYS WELL WITH 
OTHERS. JUST LOOK AT ALL OF HIS GUEST ROLES... 


RM’s Favorite 
Tracks 


R&B MEETS 
SYNTH POP ON HIS GO-TO 
SPOTIFY PLAYLIST 


i. Change 
FEAT. AKON, DIDDY & MARY J. BLIGE 
6 tT 4 9 6 9 ie 
P.D.D (Please Don’t Die) Buckubucku 2. Sleepless Nights 
WARREN G, 2015 MFBTY, 2015 (feat. Phoelix) 


TERRACE MARTIN, ROBERT 
GLASPER, 9TH WONDER, 
KAMASI WASHINGTON, 
DINNER PARTY, PHOELIX 


3. Friends (feat. Bon Iver) 
FRANCIS AND THE LIGHTS, 
BON IVER & KANYE WEST 


4.1 Believe in You 
(feat. Francis and the Lights) 
KACY HILL, FRANCIS AND THE LIGHTS 


‘Fantastic’ ‘Change’ 5. Sunset Too 
MANDY VENTRICE, 2015 WALE, 2017 JUSTINPUNPUN 
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Known for his smooth vocals 
and even smoother dance 
moves, Jimin can’t help but 

shine. Often his own harshest 
critic, he’s learning to love 

himself—just as much as we do. 


Park Jimin 


ON DEC. 31, 2018, JIMIN UPLOADED 
his first-ever self-composed song, 
“Promise,” on BTS’s SoundCloud 
account, and the surprise track 
broke the record previously held 
by Drake for the platform’s high- 
est number of streams in 24 
hours. While fans were undoubt- 
edly moved by the uplifting, 
acoustic-pop track, the song was 
representative of the star’s jour- 
ney to self-love and believing the 
messages BTS share with their 
fans daily. 

Park Jimin was born on Oct. 13, 
1995, and grew up in South Korea’s 
second-most populous city of 
Busan, known for its ports and for 
a regional accent that Jimin can 
slip into from time to time. A 
young Jimin attended a dance 
academy and became a top stu- 
dent studying contemporary 
dance. After a teacher suggested 
he audition with a K-pop record 
label, Jimin made his way to Big 
Hit Entertainment and eventually 
became the final member added to 
the septet that would become 
BTS, and the band wouldn’t be the 
same without him. 

Upon hitting the K-pop scene 
in 2013, Jimin took a major role as 
a dancer and vocalist. While he 
quickly gained attention for his 
impressive abilities, Jimin has 
shared with fans how his insecuri- 
ties affected him through his 


career. He has talked about his 
struggles to accept his appearance 
and how member RM encouraged 
him to express his frustrations 
through music. 

In fact, the comforting atmo- 
sphere of his viral hit “Promise” 
came as a result of him finding 
peace with himself. In early 2019 
Jimin opened up to fans during a 
live stream that the song came 
as a way to accept and forgive 
himself, acting as a true “Prom- 
ise” that he won’t get in his own 
way any longer. 

While Jimin had taken part in 
writing BTS songs—like 2015’s 
“Boyz with Fun” and 2016’s 
“Lie”—his musical contributions 
grew after his 2019 creative 
breakthrough, and he co-com- 
posed his first BTS song in 2020, 
the track “Friends,” off Map of the 
SoulsZ, 

While many artists have core 
messages and mottoes that they 
share with their fans, those 
words become all the more pow- 
erful when the artists themselves 
have experienced them. When 
BTS created a three-part series of 
albums named Love Yourself 
or detailed how “Life Goes On” 
in their No. 1 single from 2020, 
they mean it. Jimin is living proof 
of how BTS’s music is an exten- 
sion of their real-life stories. 
—Jeff Benjamin 


JIMIN HAS SHARED WITH 
FANS HOW HIS INSECURITIES 
AFFECTED HIM THROUGH 


HIS CAREER” 
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Sweet Duets 
with Jungkook 


Bulletproof Boy Scouts 


IN ADDITION TO HIS DOUBLE EARRINGS, JIMIN The 
ADDS SOME SPARKLE WITH FANCY JACKETS SoundCloud 
Releases 


HE’S DROPPED TWO 
DEEPLY PERSONAL TRACKS 
WITHOUT ADVANCE NOTICE— 
AND BOTH TIMES, GLOBAL 
RECORDS WERE BROKEN 


2018 
j Writing his first song, a mellow 
, ballad, took nearly seven months. 
Originally much darker in theme, 
4 the English lyrics focus on his 
struggle to be kind to himself. 


2020 

In this sweet love note to ARMY, 
Jimin sings in both Korean 
e and English about the holiday 
LIE the Short Film and how he looks forward to 
9 better times ahead. 
JIMIN’S SOLO TRACK ON BTS’S 2016 ALBUM WINGS WAS MADE INTO A VIDEO RIFE WITH 
SURREALIST AND EVOCATIVE IMAGERY THAT FANS HAVE DECODED FOR YEARS 


Jimin’s 
Favorite 
Tracks 


HE PAIRS TWO BTS FAVORITES 
F WITH AN UPLIFTING BALLAD, 


. \ : - / A POPPY R&B MELODY 
alin i m4 


AND A SONG WITH A POWERFUL 


i el 


‘I feel so far away’ A lush forest fades into ‘| want to get away’ A moment of freedom PROGRESSIVE MESSAGE 
the distance to reveal Jimin sitting lonely comes when his pillow explodes and he is 
and isolated in a bare room. distracted by its beauty. Dynamite 
BTS 


Epilogue: Young Forever 
BTS 


Don’t Think They Know 
(feat. Aaliyah) 
CHRIS BROWN 


Save Myself 


‘can’t be free from this lie’ He fights ‘Give me back my smile’ When Jimin ER SaeCn nN 


for self-acceptance even as he blames pictures himself free of his lies, in his Late Night 
himself for his shortcomings. dreams the forest is even more colorful. LUCKY DAYE 
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Vv 
NAME KIM TAEHYUNG BORN DEC. 30, 1995 
HOMETOWN DAEGU EMOJI :. 


Me 
nee 


THE ORIGINAL 


Kim Taehyung 


BORAHAE—WHICH LITERALLY MEANS 
“T purple you”—has become a 
motto, a rallying cry, between 
BTS and ARMY. Purple connotes 
utmost respect and trust, so it’s 
become a new way to say “I love 
you”... but it’s also just a totally 
weird (but charming) thing to 
say no matter what language 
youre speaking. 

Only V could have come up 
with such a phrase. You can 
argue that V, who was born Kim 
Taehyung and is known more 
commonly to fans as Taehyung, is 
the member who most frequently 
stands out among the group. 
Enigmatic and sometimes slightly 
eccentric, V draws the audience in 
during live performances with his 
charisma and come-hither stares. 
If you’re ever listening to a BTS 
track and wondering who’s sing- 
ing in the buttery outlier of adeep 
baritone, you’re most likely hear- 
ing V. The expressive, textured 
tone of his voice has become a 
distinctive component of the 
group’s sonic identity, a vital 
building block to what makes a 
BTS song instantly recognizable 
asa BTS song. 

At the beginning of BTS’s rise, 
V was seen as one of the goofier 
members, always good for a 
funny selfie and never afraid to be 
the butt of jokes. If every K-pop 
group has a “4D” member, V was 
probably BTS’s. He’s grown up 
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significantly since then, emanat- 
ing maturity and wisdom with 
his solo R&B-infused track 
“Singularity” in 2018. Digging 
into the lyrics, you find a struggle 
of identity, a battle to maintain 
his authenticity even though 
he’s also expected to perform at 
all times for millions of fans. 
He’s found continued solo success 
with tracks such as “Scenery” 
and “Snow Flower” (featuring 
Peakboy). 

Even in such an egalitarian 
group in which no one member 
tries to outshine another, V’s indi- 
viduality has always risen to the 
top. He doesn’t always seem 
purely at ease with the spotlight, 
though, no matter how good he is 
at attracting it—his out-of-the- 
box observations and spontaneous 
bursts of energy fascinate audi- 
ences but come naturally to V. 
There’s also a sense that V is 
miraculously untouched by the 
trappings of celebrity. Yes, he has a 
well-documented love for Gucci, 
but coming from a poor farming 
family, he prefers freedom to 
fame, authenticity to riches. 

Perhaps no one breaks the 
mold of the “perfect” K-pop idol 
quite like Taehyung, but his 
willingness to show his true self— 
imperfections and all—is what 
makes him lovable to millions of 
fans around the world. Borahae, 
V! —Stephan Lee 


PERHAPS NO ONE BREAKS THE 
MOLD OF THE ‘PERFECT’ K-POP 
IDOL QUITE LIKE TAEHYUNG” 


The Collaboration 


With his mixtape delayed, V dropped the track 
“Snow Flower” (featuring Peakboy) on his 25th 
birthday in late 2020. “This year feels like a 
stopped moment, and as the end of the year 
nears, | think there will be a lot of people with 
increased anxiety and depression,” he wrote. 
“| made [this song] in a hurry, feeling sorry for 
ARMY. For today, | hope that white flowers will 
come down to your hearts and [you will] feel 
some warm comfort and happiness.” 


V’S WARDROBE—TAILORED SUITS, VINTAGE 
PIECES—REFLECTS HIS UNIQUE PERSONALITY 


V in the Director’s Chair 


To accompany the Aug. 9, 2019, surprise release of his English-language 
solo track “Winter Bear” (cowritten with BTS collaborators Hiss noise and 
Adora, along with bandmate RM), V also directed and shot an accompanying 
music video. The three-and-a-half-minute clip captures V snapping pics 
during his various travels around the world and, with its muted tones and 
deliberate pacing, is the perfect accompaniment to the melancholy ballad. 


a 
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The Solo 
Tracks 


IN ADDITION TO 2019’S 
‘WINTER BEAR’ AND 2020’S 
‘SNOW FLOWER,’ V HAS 
RELEASED TWO SONGS ON HIS 
OWN-—INCLUDING ONE 
SOUNDTRACK APPEARANCE 


‘SCENERY’ 2019 
V’s first solo outside of a BTS 
release, “Scenery” broke Sound- 
Cloud’s daily streaming record 
nine times. As he would for 
“Winter Bear,” V photographed 
his own cover art. 


‘SWEET NIGHT? 2020 
V produced, wrote and sang 
on this indie pop song for the 
drama Itaewon Class. The tune 
debuted at No. 2 on Billboard’s 
U.S. Digital Song Sales chart. 


V’s Favorite 
Tracks 


THE RAT PACK FIGURES 
PROMINENTLY IN THIS 
VOCALIST’S PLAYLIST, BUT 
YOU’LL ALSO FIND MORE 
CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS LIKE 
JAMES SMITH AND ANGEL SNOW 


1. Once in a Lifetime 
SAMMY DAVIS JR. 


2. Take My Heart 
AL MARTINO 


3. That’s Amore 
DEAN MARTIN, DICK STABILE 
AND HIS ORCHESTRA 


4. Just the Way You Are 
JAMES SMITH 


5. Hotel Rosario 
ANGEL SNOW 
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THE YOUNGEST 


Jeon Jungkook 


WHILE THE KOREAN WORD MAKNAE 
means the youngest in a group, the 
phrase “golden maknae” is one fre- 
quently attached to BTS’s youngest 
member, Jungkook, for his wide 
range of talents. 

Born Sept. 1, 1997, Jeon Jung- 
kook grew up in South Korea’s 
second-most-populous city, 
Busan, before moving to Seoul to 
pursue his career. A young Jung- 
kook first attempted to make his 
musical dreams a reality via TV 
singing competition Superstar K. 
While he failed to pass the audi- 
tion round, he walked out with 
offers to join several K-pop record 
labels. Despite interest from sev- 
eral established agencies, 
Jungkook accepted an offer from 
the then-smaller Big Hit Enter- 
tainment after catching a 
rap-performance video from 
future bandmate RM. 

At just 15 years old, Jungkook 
made his debut with BTS in 2013, 
taking a major role in vocals and 
dance while also supporting as a 
rapper and lyricist—including 
songwriting credits on their debut 
album, 2 Cool 4 Skool. As BTS 
released more music, Jungkook 
tookimportant steps to contribute 
as a songwriter (like writing on the 
2015 single “Run”), producer 
(including work on the 2018 fan- 
dedicated track “Magic Shop”) and 
even releases in other languages 
(he cowrote the Japanese song 
“Your Eyes Tell” in 2020). 

While Jungkook has played a key 
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role in pushing BTS’s story forward, 
the star has also shared personal 
experiences through solo tracks. 
Each member had his own song on 
the 2016 album Wings, and Jung- 
kook sang “Begin,” which had lyrics 
that connected to his story of mov- 
ing to Seoul and meeting his fellow 
members. In 2020 Jungkook’s song 
“My Time” from Map of the Soul: 7 
reflected on forgoing teenage expe- 
riences for his career. Throughout, 
Jungkook has taken to social media 
and the group’s SoundCloud to 
upload song covers of musicians 
from around the world. 

Not only has Jungkook’s work 
gained the support of BTS’s 
global fan base, but some of the 
world’s biggest names, including 
Justin Bieber, Ariana Grande and 
Charlie Puth, with whom he per- 
formed live during a 2018 Korean 
award show. 

While Jungkook has the world 
fawning over him, he’s proven that 
he keeps his finger, literally, on 
what’s most important to him: In 
2019 fans noticed that Jungkook 
had a full set of tattoos on his right 
hand with photos revealing he had 
gotten the four letters in “ARMY” 
tattooed across his four knuckles, 
as well as ARMY’s official logo tat- 
tooed just above his wrist. 

Jungkook may have needed to 
grow up quicker than most, but 
this golden maknae uses his music 
to heal and reflect while keeping 
his priorities and dreams in line. 
—Jeff Benjamin 


THIS GOLDEN MAKNAE USES HIS 


MUSIC TO HEAL AND REFLECT” 


COOL AND CA 


The Covers 


Jungkook is known for recording takes 
on many big-name artists’ songs, 
including “Lost Stars” by Adam Levine, 
“Fools” by Troye Sivan, “Paper Hearts” 
by Tori Kelly, “Purpose” by Justin Bieber 
and “Ending Scene” by IU. It’s certainly 
music to ARMY’s ears. 


JUNGKOOK IS KNOWN FOR HIS RELAXED 
STREET STYLE, LIKE FLANNEL AND LEATHER 


An Epic Collaboration 


Speaking of covers... When Jungkook released his version of 
Charlie Puth’s “We Don’t Talk Anymore” in 2017, he probably couldn’t 
have imagined he’d one day take the stage with the singer. 

But he did just that at the MBC Plus X Genie Music Awards in 2018. 
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The Solo 
Tracks 


JUNGKOOK MAY HAVE 
BEEN BEHIND MANY OF 
HIS BANDMATES WHEN IT 
CAME TO RELEASING A 
SOLO EFFORT, BUT HE 
PROVED THAT IT WAS WELL 
WORTH THE WAIT 


‘IKNOW’ 2016 
Okay, so this one is actually a 
duet with RM (we know how much 
Jungkook loves a collab!), but it 
does mark one of his first efforts 
without the full band by his side. 


‘STILL WITH YOU’ 2020 
Produced by frequent collabora- 
tor Pdogg, this jazz-inspired 
ballad was Jungkook’s first bona 
fide solo track, released during 
the band’s annual Festa. 


Jungkook’s 
Favorite 
Tracks 


HIS MUSICAL TASTES 
SPAN THE GLOBE—FROM 
THAILAND’S H3 F TO 
AUSTRALIA’S RINI TO 
THE U.S.’S KESHI AND 
PINK SWEATS 


1. right here 
KESHI 


2. At My Worst 
PINK SWEATS 


3. blue 
KESHI 


4. My Favourite Clothes 
RINI 


5. How Can! 
H3F 
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THERE’S NO DENYING THEY’RE DYNAMITE! WE TRACK SOME OF THE 
BAND’S GREATEST MOMENTS THROUGH THE YEARS. By AMY WILKINSON 


Jump Around! 
2014 

The band’s dance (and 
acrobatic skills) were 
on full display while 
performing at Mnet’s M 
Countdown in Seoul. 


Funny Business 
2014 


Clad in matching suits 


(and smiles!), the boys 
hung out onstage at 

the Mnet America show 
during KCON Experience 
2014 in Los Angeles. 
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2015 
Band on the run! BTS 
kicked off the Most 
Beautiful Moment in Life 
on Stage tour with three 
back-to-back-to-back 
nights in Seoul—and a few 
playful poses during their 
press conference. 


Fa 


2016 

J-Hope got a little shine from 

his mates at the 5th Gaon Chart 
K-pop Awards in Seoul. Later 

that night BTS took home the kK-pop 
World Hallyu Star Award. 
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2017 

It was one for the history 
books! BTS made their 
U.S. television perfor- 
mance debut at the 2017 
American Music Awards, 
singing their hit “DNA.” 
(And, NBD, they also 
nabbed the award for 
Top Social Artist at the 
Billboard Music Awards 
earlier in the year.) 


EX \ : ' \ 
2017 \ 
The band snapped some : i 
pics backstage at Music 


Choice in New York City. \ 
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Billboard Boys 

2018 

Don’t let the casual shot 
from the audience fool 
you: BTS took the 
Billboard Music Awards 
stage by storm, perform- 
ing their single “Fake 
Love” for the first time 
ever on television. 


Waiting for Tonight 

2018 

BTS shared a laugh with host 
Jimmy Fallon during their first 
(and certainly not their last) The 
Tonight Show Starring Jimmy 
Fallon appearance. In addition 
to sitting for an interview, the 
boys performed their hits “Idol” 
and “I’m Fine” and also showed 
off their moves in a Fortnite 
dance challenge, proving they 
really can do it all! 
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2019 
BTS played tourists in New 
York City ahead of two nights 
at MetLife Stadium in nearby 
New Jersey. In addition to 
visiting the Empire State 
Building (inside it here), the 
guys snapped shots hanging 
in the trendy Meatpacking 
District, as well as strolling 
the renowned Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 
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Red Cart 

2019 

Suited up and looking oh-so 
dapper, BTS made their 
debut at the Grammy Awards 


in Los Angeles. A year later 
they would nab their first 
Grammy nomination for Best 
Pop Duo/Group Performance 
with their hit “Dynamite.” 
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Better Together 


2020 

BTS were up and at ’em for 
a Today show appearance 
to promote their album 
Map of the Soul: 7. “The 
title is ‘7’ because we’ve 
got seven members right 
here, as you see, and it’s 
been seven years, like, 


aA since our debut,” RM 
explained during the chat. 


2020 

In September the superstars visited 
the presidential compound Cheong 
Wa Dae in Seoul during the inaugural 
Youth Day event. They gave a moti- 
vational speech about their journey 
together as a band, each taking a 
moment at the microphone, filled 
with candid and uplifting anecdotes. 
“We set out with nothing but music 
as our dream,” said J-Hope. 
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All Aboard! 
2020 

For a surprise appearan ce 
on The Tonight Show, BTS 
and a crew of about 180 
took over the iconic Grand) 
Central Terminal late on a 
Saturday night in February 
to film a top-secret video 
performance of “On.” The 
band had just a few hours 
to nail it before the early- 
morning cleaning crew 
arrived. Of course, it was a 
runaway success. 


— 
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THE EWINTERVIEW 


SECRIEMRS 
OlF Wire 


STARS 


IN 2019 WE TRAVELED TO SOUTH KOREA TO GET THE SCOOP 
ON THESE SEVEN GLOBAL CELEBRITIES. BY LEAH GREENBLATT 


PHOTOGRAPH BY PETER YANG 


» The EW Interview 


Lights, camera, cover! In April 2019 BTS made their Entertainment 
Weekly cover debut, posing for a special double issue ahead of the release 
of their much-anticipated album Map of the Soul: Persona. For the 
accompanying deep-dive feature, EW critic Leah Greenblatt traveled 
to Seoul, where she was not only treated to a first listen of the secretive 
single “Intro: Persona” but was granted rare behind-the-scenes access to 
the boys’ recording studio. While there she sat down with the group of 
seven for a lively, wide-ranging conversation—discussing their early 
musical inspirations, their adoring fans and what to expect from the new 
recording. What you are about to read is that unvarnished story from 
2019. Consider it a snapshot of a moment in time—before the Grammy 
nomination, before the Billboard No. 1 hit. It’s incredible to see just how 


far BTS has flown in the two years since. 


MAYBE YOU SAW THEM PILED ON 
the klieg-lit couches of Ellen 
DeGeneres and Jimmy Fallon, 
trading light bilingual banter with 
their starstruck hosts. Maybe it 
was when they spoke solemnly on 
mental health and self-love at the 
United Nations General Assembly 
last September or when a wall of 
dolphin-like screams greeted 
them as they rolled into February’s 
Grammy Awards in trim matching 
tuxedos, their hair tinted various 
shades of pastel macaron. 

Or maybe the cover of this mag- 
azine is the first time you’ve truly 
noticed BTS. (Stranger things 
have happened in 2019.) But it 
seems indisputable to say that, 
sometime over the past two years, 
the septet have taken over the 
world: two No. 1 albums on the 
Billboard chart in the span of 
three months; more than 5 billion 
streams combined on Apple Music 
and Spotify; a string of sold-out 
concert dates from the Staples 
Center in Los Angeles to London’s 
famed Wembley Stadium. 

That hardly makes them the 
first boy band to dominate a cul- 
tural moment, but the fact that 
they are all Korean-born and 
raised, singing Korean-language 
songs only occasionally sprinkled 
with English, feels like something 
brand-new. And it speaks to an 
unprecedented kind of global 
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currency—one where pop music 
moves without barriers or bor- 
ders, even as geopolitics seem to 
retreat further behind hard lines 
and high walls. 

On a blindingly bright March 
day in Seoul five weeks before the 
release of their upcoming sixth EP, 
Map of the Soul: Persona, the band 
is holed up at its record label Big 
Hit Entertainment, preparing. 
Buildings like this are where much 
of the magic of the phenomenon 
known as K-pop happens, though 
Big Hit’s headquarters on a quiet 
side street in the city’s Gangnam 
district (yes, the same one Psy sang 
about in his 2012 smash “Gangnam 
Style”) looks a lot like any other 
tech office: sleek poured-cement 
corridors and glass-box conference 
rooms scattered with well-stocked 
mini fridges, plush toys and the 
occasional beanbag chair. Only a 
display case stacked with a truly 
staggering number of sales plaques 
and statuettes—and a glossy large- 
scale photo print of BTS at their 
sold-out concert at New York’s Citi 
Field last October—give away the 
business they do here. 

Down a long hallway, all seven 
members lounge in various states 
of readiness as they gear up to pre- 
tape a thank-you video for an 
iHeartRadio award they won’t be 
able to accept in person. Jimin, 
bleached blond and pillow-lipped, 
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is having his hair carefully flat- 
ironed in a wardrobe room filled 
with racks of coordinated denim 
and neon streetwear. Dozens of 
pairs of pristine Nikes and Con- 
verse are piled in a corner; a lone 
fun-fur jacket the color of straw- 
berry ice cream slumps on a 
hanger behind him, like a 
neglected Fraggle. 

Jungkook, the baby of the band 
at 21, sits obediently in a folding 
chair in the dance studio, also hav- 
ing his hair tended to; J-Hope 
strides by in a white dress shirt 
emblazoned with an oversize silk- 
screen of Bart Simpson, then grins 
and disappears. Suga, V and Jin 
huddle together on low sofas next 
door, scrolling through their 
phones and occasionally singing 
fragments of American R&B star 
Khalid’s “My Bad.” Twenty-four- 
year-old RM, the group’s de facto 
leader and lone fluent English 
speaker, is the last to arrive. 

They run through their speech 
for a camera crew and do maybe 
four or five takes until the director 
is satisfied. Then they settle in for 
a conversation in an airy break 
room upstairs, accompanied by 
their longtime translator, a large, 
amiable bald man in a business 
suit named John. (Unless noted, 
the answers of all members other 
than RM come through him.) 
Several weeks after returning 
from their first Grammys, they’re 
still riding high off the experience: 
presenting the award to H.E.R. 
for Best R&B Album; chatting 
with Shawn Mendes in the 
men’s room—“I was like, ‘Do I 
need to tell him who Iam?’” Jimin 
remembers, “but then he said 
hello first, which was really nice”— 
and being seated only a sequin’s 
throw from Dolly Parton. (“She 
was right there in front of us!” 
marvels Jungkook. “Amazing.”) 

As happily dazzled as they still 
seem to be by other celebrities, 
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> KONCERT SERIES 


SEEING BTS IN THE FLESH TRIGGERS 
A DISORIENTING BUT NOT 
UNPLEASANT SENSE OF UNREALITY” 


° 


seeing BTS in the flesh triggers 
the same disorienting but not 
unpleasant sense of unreality. 
Onscreen the band can look 
disconcertingly pretty; avatars 
of a sort of poreless, almost 
post-gender beauty who seem to 
exist inside their own real-life 
Snapchat filters. In person they’re 
still ridiculously good-looking but 
in a much more relatable, boyish 
way: bangs mussed, even the occa- 
sional chapped lip or small (okay, 
miniscule) blemish. Take away 
their Balenciaga high-tops and the 
discreet double C’s of Chanel jew- 
elry, and they could almost be the 
cute college guy next to you at the 
coffee shop or on the train. 
Except riding public transporta- 
tion or casually dropping into a 
Starbucks stopped being an option 
for BTS a long time ago. In Seoul 
their faces are plastered across 
makeup kiosks and street signs 
and the sides of buses—even 
on massive digital billboards that 
are bought and paid for by 
private citizens to acknowledge a 
beloved member’s birthday—or 
just because. In cities like Sao 
Paulo and Tokyo and Paris, fans 
camp out days in advance for con- 
certs and public appearances, 
obsessively trading trivia and 
rumored sightings. When the 
band posted their take on Drake’s 
#InMyFeelingsChallenge, it 
became the most liked tweet of 
2018; this summer Mattel will 
release an official line of BTS dolls. 
In the still center of this bizarre 
fame hurricane, the boys have 
managed to find a few pockets of 
normalcy. Jimin wistfully recalls a 


time in Chicago when they were 
able to slip out of their hotel rooms 
undetected, “late at night, just to 
get some fresh air.” But most 
places, he admits, “that’s really out 
of the question” unless they split 
into smaller groups. “I mean, look 
at us,” RM adds with a laugh, run- 
ning a hand through his own 
silver-nickel bangs. “Seven boys 
with dyed hair! It’s really too 
much.” 

Instead they focus on the things 
they can do, like sneaking out to 
the movies (“Always the latest or 
earliest show,” says RM, if they 
want to stay unseen), shopping 
online (V loves eBay, especially for 
clothes), going fishing, playing 
StarCraft at home. Group housing 
is actually common for K-pop stars, 
and BTS seem to appreciate the 
shared stability: “We’ve been living 
together for a while now, almost 
eight, nine years,” says Jimin. “So 
in the beginning we had a lot of 
arguments and conflicts. But we’ve 
reached the point where we can 
communicate wordlessly, basically 
just by watching each other and 
reading the expressions.” 

Though they’re unfailingly 
polite and attentive in interviews, 
there’s a certain amount of con- 
tained chaos when they’re all 
together—a sort of tumbling- 
puppy cyclone of playful shoves, 
back slaps and complicated hand- 
shakes—but also a surprising, 
endearing sweetness in the way 
they treat one another in quieter 
moments. When a question is 
posed to the group, they work 
hard to make sure each one of 
them is heard, and if someone is 


THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO BTS 57 


» The EW Interview 


struggling to find a word, they’ll 
quickly reach out for a reassuring 
knee pat or side hug. 

Even with the language barrier 
of speaking to an American 
reporter, though, their individual 
personalities quickly start to 
emerge: Asked to name their earli- 
est pop memories, the answers 
land all over the map. “I loved 
Pussycat Dolls’ ‘Stickwitu,’” says 
J-Hope, the group’s most accom- 
plished dancer, snapping his 
fingers and cooing the chorus. For 
RM, who started out in Seoul’s 
underground rap scene, it’s Emi- 
nem’s “Lose Yourself.” (“I think 
that’s, like, a life pick for so many 
people around the world,” he 
admits, “but I can’t forget when I 
first watched 8 Mile and heard the 
guitars. That was my turning 
point.”) For Jungkook, who has 
released covers of Justin Bieber 
and Troye Sivan songs, it was Rich- 
ard Marx’s deathless lite-FM 
ballad “Now and Forever.” 

The soft-spoken Suga cites 
John Lennon’s “Imagine” as “the 
first song I fell in love with,” which 
feels like a fitting gateway to ask 
where BTS see themselves in the 
pantheon of musical heartthrobs 
that the Fab Four essentially 
invented. “Sometimes it feels 
really embarrassing when some- 
one calls us a 21st-century Beatles 
or something like that,” RM con- 
cedes. “But if they want to call usa 
boy band, then we’re a boy band. If 
they want to call us a boy group, 
we're a boy group. If they want 
to call us K-pop, then we’re cool 
with K-pop.” 

Ah, K-pop. In South Korea, 
where the genre has become not 
just a prime cultural commodity 
but a multibillion-dollar export, 
the players—known as “idols”—go 
through rigorous Fame-style 
schooling in song, dance and 
media training, which often goes 
on for years before they’re 
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considered ready for the spotlight. 
And it’s paid off: Business has been 
booming since the early 90s, with 
stars from Girls’ Generation to 
G-Dragon crossing over to various 
markets across Asia, Europe and 
the Americas. But while the sound 
has remained fairly consistent—a 
canny mix of club-ready beats, 
hyper-sweetened choruses and the 
more urban inflections of Western 
hip-hop and R&B-—it’s never 
before landed with the lightning- 
bolt impact of BTS. 

Bang Si-Hyuk, the CEO and 
founder of Big Hit, began putting 
the band together in 2010, when 
all the members were in their 
tweens or teens: RM and Suga 
were coming up on the local rap 
scene; Jimin and J-Hope studied 
dance at performing-arts schools; 
V, who focused on singing early 
on, joined officially in 2013. Jin 
was an aspiring actor recruited off 
the street for his striking looks; 
Jungkook, now one of the group’s 
main vocalists, joined while he 
was still in junior high. 


Awards in 2019. 


> A snap from 


Though fansites tend to lean on 
their extracurricular differences 


(Jungkook is a Virgo who loves 
pizza! V collects ties and clenches 
his teeth in his sleep!), each mem- 
ber genuinely does hold a unique 
space in the group’s process, 
whether it’s leaning more toward 
production, lyrics or the supersize 
hooks the songs rest on. “With 
seven members we have seven dif- 
ferent tastes, of course,” says RM. 
“So when it comes to songwriting, 
it’s like a big competition.” Occa- 
sionally, adds J-Hope, “we’ll write 
a lyric and decide, ‘This sort of 
reflects me [more], who I am 
and my own color, so we’ll want to 
keep that for a solo song.” Because 
Big Hit doesn’t restrict their right 
to funnel some ideas into side 
projects—and because the 
appetite for more BTS-sourced 
material online is seemingly 
unquenchable—members regu- 
larly release solo work through 
EPs, SoundCloud and mixtapes. 
But the primary impact still 
comes through the official album 
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NIN 


| THINK IT’S AN ENDLESS DILEMMA 
FOR EVERY ARTIST, HOW MUCH WE 
SHOULD BE FRANK AND HONEST” 


releases and the particularly 
weighty subjects those songs take 
on—a notable departure from the 
narrow, often strenuously upbeat 
topics other K-pop artists typically 
cover. “I promised the members 
from the very beginning that BTS’s 
music must come from their own 
stories,” says Bang. Their subse- 
quent openness about their own 
struggles with depression, self- 
doubt and the pressure to conform 
took them all the way to the U.N. 
last fall, where RM addressed the 
band’s Love Myself campaign and 
#ENDviolence youth partnership 
with UNICEF. 

“They stand out,” says Japa- 
nese-American deejay and 
producer Steve Aoki, a top-selling 
global dance artist who has also 
collaborated with the band on 
several tracks. “And I’m not just 
talking about K-pop. They add so 
much of their personality to the 
music and into their stories and 
how they present themselves. 
And the world has fallen in love 
with them because they are show- 
ing that vulnerable side that 
everyone wants to see.” 

It helps, too, that the group’s 
more pointed messages are often 
slipped into the sticky aural pea- 
nut butter of anthems like “No 
More Dream,” “Dope” and “Am I 
Wrong.” But they always appreci- 
ate the chance, Suga says, to get “a 
little more raw, a little more open.” 
RM elaborates: “I think it’s an end- 
less dilemma for every artist, how 
much we should be frank and hon- 
est. But we try to reveal ourselves 
as much as we can.” 

Honesty has its limits, of course, 
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when yowrre the biggest band in 
the world. Asked to describe the 
new album, due April 12 (at press 
time, it had already hit more 
than 2.5 million in preorders), 
members offer up cryptic but 
enthusiastic koans like “therapeu- 
tic” and “refreshing crispness.” To 
be fair, they can’t say much—in 
part because the new album’s track 
list isn’t actually finalized yet—late 
decisions being a luxury of in- 
house production—though they do 
agree to play one song, a propul- 
sive rap-heavy banger called 
“Intro: Persona.” 

When it comes to more personal 
questions about the challenges of 
dating or the goals they might 
want to pursue post-BTS, they 
pivot so gracefully to evasive, non- 
specific answers, you almost can’t 
help but be impressed; it’s like 
watching a diplomat ice-dance. 
They want you to know that they 
are incredibly grateful for the 
devotion of their fans and so 
blessed to be exactly where they 
are; that they really don’t think in 
terms of five- or 10-year plans. 
But they turn reflective when the 
subject of American pop’s Holy 
Grail, the Hot 100 singles chart, is 
raised. They cracked the Top 10 
last year with “Fake Love” but 
have yet to reach a higher spot, 
largely because mainstream radio 
airplay—a huge component of Hot 
100 domination—still eludes 
them Stateside. 

“Tt will have to be a great song,” 
Suga acknowledges, “but also 
there’s a whole strategy that’s 
associated with getting all the way 
up. And then there has to be a 


measure of luck, obviously. So 


what’s important for us is just to 
make good music and good perfor- 
mances and have those elements 
come together.” Does a Spanish- 
language smash like 2017’s 
“Despacito”—which spent a record 
16 weeks at No. 1—make them 
more optimistic about their own 
odds? “You know, Latin pop has its 
own Grammys in America, and it’s 
quite different,’ RM says thought- 
fully. “I don’t want to compare, but 
I think it’s even harder as an Asian 
group. A Hot 100 and a Grammy 
nomination, these are our goals. 
But they’re just goals—we don’t 
want to change our identity or our 
genuineness to get the No. 1. Like if 
we sing suddenly in full English, 
and change all these other things, 


then that’s not BTS. We’ll do every- 
thing, we’ll try. But if we couldn’t 
get No. 1 or No. 5, that’s okay.” 

Aoki, for one, has faith they’ll 
get there. “I think it’s 100 percent 
possible that a song sung entirely 
in Korean could crack the top of 
the Hot 100. I firmly believe that, 
and I really firmly believe that 
BTS can be the group that can do 
that. It’s going to pave the way for 
a lot of other groups, which 
they’ve already been doing—and 
when that happens, we’re all 
gonna celebrate.” 

Back at Big Hit, though, the 
band has more immediate work to 
do. RM offers a quick tour of his 
production room (each member 
has his own dedicated space on- 
site). The door outside is guarded 


by a quirky assemblage of figu- 


rines by the renowned street 
artist Kaws but inside feels, 
incongruously, like stepping into 
a tiny, luxurious Sundance lodge 
that also just happens to have a 
soundboard. There’s a beautiful 
coffee table made from a single 
piece of black walnut; Navajo- 
style rugs; tasteful art on the 
walls. RM talks easily about his 
admiration for producers like 
Zedd and the Neptunes (“Pharrell 
Williams and Chad Hugo were 
my true idols in 2006, 2007. Phar- 
rell’s voice! It’s so sexy, how he 
sings”) and plays down his own 
skills “‘As a beatmaker, Suga is 
way better than me. I don’t even 
know how to play the piano—I 
just do the chords like this,” he 


insists, miming keyboard Muppet 
hands). 

Then it’s back to the dance stu- 
dio, where they’ve changed back 
into track pants and T-shirts to 
run through new steps with a cho- 
reographer. It starts with a rough 
triangle formation and an elabo- 
rate hip-swivel-into-pelvic-thrust/ 
crotch-grab combo that actually 
plays much more innocently than 
it sounds, mostly because they 
keep stopping to crack each other 
up. Soon, though, they drill down— 
repeating the moves until they 
seem crisp but easy, almost an 
afterthought. It feels like time to 
leave them; the boys wave happily, 
shouting out a rowdy chorus of 
goodbyes. Then they turn back to 
the mirror and keep dancing. 
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JUNE 12, 2013 
i. 


BTS entered the music 
world with their 
first aloum, featuring 
singles “No More 
Dream” and “We Are 
Bulletproof Pt. 2.” 


WE TRACE THE EVOLUTION OF THE BULLETPROOF BOY SCOUTS FROM 


SEPT. 11 
2. 


Led by the single “N.O,” 
this aloum continued 
the exciting momentum 
created by their debut. 
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The group scored their 
first award as a rookie 
nominee at the annual 
awards for the Korean 
streaming service. 


FEB. 12, 2014 


4. 


The final aloum in what is 


known as the “school 
trilogy” dropped. BTS 
released a limited- 
edition “repackage” on 
May 14, 2014, titled Skool! 
Luv Affair: Special Addi- 
tion, which would go out 
of print for six years until 
overwhelming fan 
response inspired a 
reprint in 2020. 


AND EVERY ALBUM RELEASE, INCREDIBLE TV APPEARANCE 


JULY 14 


A mission in their 
reality show series BTS 
American Hustle Life— 

where the septet 
learned about hip-hop 
history from greats like 

Warren G and Coolio— 
saw them humbly giving 

out 200 free tickets to 
passersby on the street. 


THEIR DEBUT ALBUM IN 2013 TO THEIR NOMINATION FOR THE 2021 GRAMMYS— 
AND HISTORY-MAKING CONCERT APPEARANCE IN BETWEEN. By JEFF BENJAMIN 


AUG. 10 


G. First 
performance at 
KCON at the Los 

Angeles Memorial 

Sports Arena 
In a review of the U.S. 
K-pop festival, Billboard 
noted that “BTS might 
have been the newest 
artist on the bill, but the 
huge crowd reaction 
could have made you 
think otherwise”—all but 
declaring their future 
U.S. success. 


AUG. 19 


7. First full- 
length album: 
Dark & Wild 
With singles “Danger” 
and “War of Hormone,” 
the studio album later 
earned an award at 
the 2015 Golden Disc 
Awards, showing BTS 
was gaining notice for 
their music. 


APRIL 29, 2015 


8. The Most 
Beautiful Moment 
in Life, Pt. 1 
released 
A breakthrough release 
for BTS, the EP not only 
topped the charts in 
South Korea, but on 
May 5, 2015, saw BTS 
earn their first No. 1 on 
the live Korean music 
program The Show 
on SBS MTV—a big sign 
of popularity in the 
K-pop market. 


JULY 16 


9. First U.S. 
tour date 
After kicking off the 
tour in Seoul the 
previous fall, BTS 
brought their full show to 
the States, starting in 
New York for their 2015 
BTS Live Trilogy Episode 
ll: The Red Bullet tour. 


THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO BTS 


NOV. 30 


10. The Most 
Beautiful Moment 
in Life, Pt. 2 
released 
Pt. 2 saw the band enter 
the Billboard 200 albums 
chart for the first time 
(debuting at No. 171) and 
fueled the successful 
release of The Most 
Beautiful Moment in Life: 
Young Forever compila- 
tion album (featuring 
three new singles). 
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The Ultimate BTS Timeline 


MAY 21, 2017 


Another commercial and 
critical success, Wings music Awards 
entered the Top 40 of BTS made a splash at 
the Billboard 200 chart their first-ever U.S. 
and stood out for giving award show and got 
each member a solo applause from the likes 
song. Its repackaged of Miley Cyrus while 
version, titled YouNever — sharing aspeech in both 
Walk Alone, dropped in English and Korean. 
February 2017 with four 
new songs. 
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SEPT. 18 
13. Love 


A new EP signifying a 
new era; lead single 
“DNA” became their first 
song to enter the 
Billboard Hot 100 
singles chart. 


14. | 


With its global reach, the 
campaign led BTS to 
attend and speak at the 
73rd session of the 
United Nations General 
Assembly in New York 
the following year. 


BTS’s music officially 
hit U.S. television 
screens when the 
guys delivered “DNA” 
live, hitting the stage 
before Diana Ross 
accepted and per- 
formed as 
part of her Lifetime 
Achievement award. 


MAY 18, 2018 
16. Love Yourself: 


In a tight sales battle 
between the band 
and Post Malone, 
Love Yourself: Tear 
debuted at No. 1 on the 
Billboard 200 chart, 
becoming the first 
Korean album to do so. 


The conclusion to the 
Love Yourself aloum 
series came with this 
compilation album— 
featuring seven new 
songs including the 
single “Idol”—and 
also hit No. 1 on the 
Billboard 200. 
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The final North 
American date of the 
Love Yourself World 
Tour saw Jimin getting 
teary-eyed and over- 
come with emotions 
onstage. 


BTS took over 
American cinemas with 
the musical documen- 

tary, providing an 
intimate look behind 
their 2017 Wings tour. 


FEB. 10, 2019 


The guys appeared on 
“Music’s Biggest Night,” 
with RM telling viewers, 
“Growing up in South 
Korea, we always 
dreamed about standing 
on the Grammy stage. 
Thanks to all our fans for 
making this dream come 
true, and we'll be back.” 
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APRIL 12 
2i. - = 


A new era and a new 
place in history: 
After Persona debuted 
at No. 1 0n the Billboard 
200, BTS became the 
first band since the 
Beatles to have three 
No. 1 albums in less 
than a year. 


APRIL 13 

22. 

As the first Korean act to 
perform on the famous 
comedy-sketch show, 

they performed new 
single “Boy with Luv” as 
well as their 2017 single 
“MIC Drop.” 
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JAN. 26, 2020 
23. ¢ 


After RM teamed with 
Lil Nas X on the 
“Old Town Road (Seoul 
Town Road Remix)” 
for the latter star’s 
chart-topping single, 
the country/hip-hop 
phenomenon invited the 
whole group to perform 
on the Grammys stage. 


FEB. 21 
24. 


After a brief group hia- 
tus, BTS returned with 
this super-personal LP 
that would become the 
bestselling album ever in 
South Korea, outselling 
the previous record 
holder which was Map of 
the Soul: Persona. 


“We are moved by the 
generosity of BTS 
and allies all over the 
world who stand in 
solidarity in the fight for 
Black lives,” Kailee 
Scales, managing 
director for Black Lives 
Matter, told Variety. 


BTS finally appeared 
on the popular award 
show to give the 
first performance of 
their just-released 
English single. 


BTS became the first 
Korean artist to hit 
the top of the Hot 100, 
and would hit the top 
spot again in October by 
remixing Jason Derulo 
and Jawsh 685 “Savage 
Love (Laxed-Siren Beat).” 


NOV. 20 


Led by the single “Life 
Goes On,” BTS delivered 
a message the whole 
world needs with this 
special album. 


The Ultimate BTS Timeline 


“Dynamite” received 
a nod in the Best Pop 
Duo/Group Performance 
category. RM, Jimin, V 
and Jungkook later 
uploaded a video 
showing their excited 
reaction watching the 
nods being revealed late 
at night in Seoul. 


After topping the charts 
with their English single 
“Dynamite” and “Savage 
Love (Laxed-Siren 
Beat),” which included 
English and Korean, BTS 
had a song in their 
native language top the 
Hot 100 with “Life Goes 
On.” What history will 
they make next? 
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ON SET WITH BTS 


BEmIIND 
Ulnlle 
CURTAIN 


ON NOV. 14, 2017, BTS LANDED IN LOS ANGELES. FOR ONE 
WHIRLWIND DAY, PHOTOGRAPHER BRIAN GUIDO TRAILED THEM AS THEY 
PREPARED FOR THE AMERICAN MUSIC AWARDS. BY ALYSSA SMITH 


Meeting ARMY 

For every band, there 
are true believers— 
and none as dedicated 
as the fans who live for 
BTS. ARMY was tipped 
off about the band’s 
afternoon LAX arrival 
and descended upon 
the airport in throngs. 


Baggage Claim 
Photographers and fans 
wanting to get a glimpse 
of BTS after their 11-hour 
flight were held at bay 
by event staff. ARMY also 
took over Twitter: The 


hashtag #WelcometoUSBTS 
trended worldwide. 
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The band, escorted by an 
entourage, had several TV 
appearances scheduled, 
but that didn’t stop V from 
noticing a crew member 
wearing matching Gucci 
shoes. While the pop 
stars are known for their 
bold and unique styles, 

V in particular has a pas- 
sion for the Gucci brand. 
In their 2020 music video 
for “Dynamite,” all seven 
are spotted wearing 
pieces from the retro line. 


Jin waited as a stylist added a 
finishing touch. While he sported 
his natural hair color in 2017, 

Jin has tried out many different 
shades-—silver, teal, coral; he 
rocks them all! 
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Behind the Curtain 


In addition to a series of whirlwind 
TV appearances (James Corden, 
Jimmy Kimmel, Ellen DeGeneres), 
the seven squeezed in a rehearsal 
for their upcoming performance 
of “DNA” at the American Music 
Awards. But that doesn’t mean 
the close-knit seven didn’t find 
time to ham for the camera. 


It’s V’s signature pose—that is, when 
he’s not artfully pretending to have 

a headache. Looking relaxed in flannel, 
the superstar prepared mentally for 
the grueling day ahead. 


Time to refuel after rehearsal! It’s nothing fancy, but after the work- 
out they had, J-Hope doesn’t mind: He enjoyed his burger and fries. 
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Behind the Curtain 


Jungkook crooned into the 
microphone during 
rehearsal. All their hard work 
would pay off a few days 
later: Their history-making 
performance of “DNA,” a 
Korean-language hit, at the 
AMAs had fans screaming 
their names in a stylized 
Korean fan chant during 
their flashy choreography. 


As if their day hadn’t been 
busy enough, the band 
squeezed in a photo shoot. 
Suga, here rocking a 
tracksuit and jacket, posed 
between two mirrors. 
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Interview Ready 
The seven superstars 
posed for a pic. From 
top row, left to right: 
Jin, V, Jungkook, 
J-Hope, (front row) 
Suga, RM and Jimin. 


Keeping It Fresh 

RM tried to wake up after the 
exhausting flight. According to 
Rolling Stone, he later suffered a 
bloody nose during rehearsal due 
to the trials of the long flight, jet lag 
and the pressures he places on 
himself—but it didn’t stop RM from 
performing his moves perfectly 
onstage at the AMAs. 
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RM (left) and J-Hope jumped 


into one of four Escalades 


together, and the band 


headed to Kimmel’s back lot. 


According to Rolling Stone, 
more than a thousand fans 


waited outside the doors and 


greeted them exuberantly. 


BTS has captured millions of 


fans from across the globe— 
but their followers aren’t 


interested just in the band’s 


chart-topping music. They 


unite for their activist causes 
too. In 2020, after the K-pop 


band declared on Twitter their 


solidarity with the Black Lives 


Matter movement and donated 


$1 million, ARMY matched BTS’s 
contribution. Here, ARMY held 
up Army Bomb light sticks to 


salute their idols. 
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THE EVOLUTION 


THEY DEBUTED AS AN UNDERDOG HIP-HOP GROUP, BUT THEIR SOUND 
HAS SINCE PUSHED THE BOUNDARIES OF POP MUSIC. BY REGINA KIM 


WHILE K-POP HAS BEEN HUGELY 
successful in Asia since the early 
2000s and has had significant fol- 
lowings in Latin America, Europe, 
the Middle East and Africa, the 
USS. had long been a tough market 
to crack. Though a handful of 
K-pop artists such as Wonder 
Girls, Girls’ Generation, 2NE1 
and, most notably, Psy, found 
limited success in the States, 
none of them were able to sustain 
their initial momentum. 

Then in 2017 BTS burst onto the 
U.S. music scene and started 
smashing records left and right on 
music charts and award shows— 
and have continued to do so, 
attesting to the group’s enduring 
popularity. 

But BTS was not an overnight 
success. The superstar septet’s 
path to global stardom took years, 
during which time the members’ 
music, choreography and overall 
artistry evolved dramatically, 
transcending the traditional defi- 
nition of the K-pop idol genre. 

When Bang Shi-hyuk, the 
founder and chairman of Big 
Hit Entertainment, first began 
forming the group in 2010, he 
decided to give the members 
extensive creative freedom, 
believing that if they were allowed 
to express themselves authenti- 
cally, they would have a better 
chance at connecting with fans. 
This meant that BTS was involved 
in writing and producing their 
songs from the outset, enabling 
them to grow as artists over time 
and showcase their unique styles 
and individual personalities. 
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BTS debuted in 2013, at a time 
when hip-hop and rap were experi- 
encing a revival in the South 
Korean music scene. A year earlier 
K-pop idol group B.A.P debuted 
and reintroduced socially con- 
scious lyrics to the K-pop scene, 
speaking out about social injus- 
tices through aggressive hip-hop 
and fierce visuals. Similarly BTS 
used a bad-boy concept with their 
debut album, 2 Cool 4 Skool, the 
first EP in their School trilogy 
which documented the life, hopes 
and struggles of Korean teenagers. 
Both 2 Cool 4 Skool and O!RULS8, 2?, 
their EP in which they railed 
against Korea’s harsh education 
system, featured a hard-hitting 
hip-hop sound that was largely 
shaped by BTS’s rappers, RM, Suga 
and J-Hope. Like their influence 
Epik High, BTS boldly lay down 
lyrics that sharply criticized 
Korea’s hypercompetitive and con- 
formist society. In Skool Luv Affair 
(2014), the third and final EP in the 
School trilogy, BTS began to incor- 
porate other genres including R&B 
and hard rock. 

In 2014’s Dark & Wild, the 
group’s first full-length album, 
BTS experimented more heavily 
with R&B and grunge-rock ele- 
ments, although they retained 
hip-hop as their core sound. 

That sound began to change in 
2015 with their next trio of albums, 
titled the Most Beautiful Moment 
in Life series (aka the Youth tril- 
ogy). This era saw BTS’s members 
adopt a softer and more mature 
image that signaled a shift in their 
persona from rebellious teens to 
young adults. Their music transi- 
tioned away from aggressive 
hip-hop and leaned more heavily 
into pop and R&B, while incorpo- 
rating even more diverse elements 
from EDM (such as in “Dope,” 
“Run” and “Fire”) to classical (like 
the string instrumentals in “House 
of Cards”) to tropical house (as in 
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“Save Me”). Richer vocal melodies 


featuring the group’s talented 
vocalists, perhaps most beautifully 
expressed in “Butterfly,” took cen- 
ter stage. It’s at this point that BTS 
began to come into their own as 
professional musicians and 
develop the more profound mes- 
sages and lyrics that fans across the 
globe have come to love them for. 
After the Most Beautiful 
Moment in Life series, the group 
released their second full-length 
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album in 2016 titled Wings, which 
had a decidedly darker tone. The 
album was laden with symbolism 
borrowed from literature, art 
and mythology—most notably 
presented in “Blood Sweat & 
Tears”—and marked a turning 
point in BTS’s career when they 
began to differentiate themselves 
from other K-pop groups in terms 
of artistic and narrative complex- 
ity. Wings was also the first album 
to feature solo tracks from all 


seven members, highlighting their 
individual talents. 

In 2017 BTS released You Never 
Walk Alone, a repackaged edition 
of Wings with four additional 
tracks, including “Spring Day,” 
a pop-rock song that demon- 
strated the group’s continued 
transition toward a blend of these 
two genres. BTS truly became a 
global phenomenon that year, 
winning Billboard’s Top Social 
Artist of the Year. Consequently, 


BTS—which stands for “Bangtan 
Sonyeondan,” a Korean expression 
that translates to “Bulletproof Boy 
Scouts”—announced that their 
name would also stand for 


“Beyond the Scene,” acknowledg- 
ing their expanded identity as a 
global band with mass appeal. 

The group’s subsequent trilogy 
of albums, known as the Love Your- 
self series, focused on self-love asa 
central theme and took on a much 
lighter and brighter tone. Love 


How BTS Redefined K-pop ‘ 


NIN 


THEIR MULTILAYERED LYRICS 
TACKLE THEMES OF LOVE, LOSS, 
MENTAL HEALTH, SOCIETAL 
PRESSURES AND INDIVIDUALISM” 


Yourself: Her, the first album in the 
trilogy, was largely split between 
two genres, with the first half being 
anchored in electro-pop (the most 
famous track being “DNA”) and the 
latter half showcasing their hip- 
hop roots (such as in their hit song 
“MIC Drop”). BTS also began col- 
laborating with well-known 
Western artists such as the Chain- 
smokers, Steve Aoki and Nicki 
Minaj. Although BTS retained 
some of their original hip-hop 
sound in their “Love Yourself” tril- 
ogy, they leaned very heavily into 
electro-pop and experimented with 
an even wider range of genres, from 
Latin pop (as shown in “Go Go” and 
“Airplane Pt. 2”) to acid jazz (evi- 
denced in “134340”) to rock (most 
obviously demonstrated in Jin’s 
soaring rock ballad “Epiphany”). 
In their later Map of the Soul 
series, which featured collabora- 
tions with Halsey, Ed Sheeran, 
Troye Sivan and Sia, BTS continued 
their exploration of various genres, 
melding elements of bubblegum 
and electro-pop in “Boy with Luv”; 
rap rock, synth pop and hip-hop in 
“Dionysus”; and emo rap and trap 
in “Black Swan” (which also 
includes an instrumental riff using 
the gayageum, a traditional Korean 
stringed instrument). In keeping 
with the series’ theme of introspec- 
tion, the group also incorporated 
references to some of their earlier 
songs, as if to reflect on their begin- 
nings and how far they’ve come. 
It’s difficult to imagine that the 
sound in BTS’s latest full-length 
Korean album, BE, could have 


emerged from the same group of 
artists who released their School 
trilogy only seven years prior. 
According to Pdogg, one of the 
group’s main producers, the BTS 
sound has been influenced and 
guided by global music trends and 
a larger desire to produce music 
that would “meet global stan- 
dards.” Although BTS started as a 
hip-hop group, their music has 
evolved so much over time—con- 
tinuously adding new sounds to 
their repertoire—that their music 
now defies any specific genre. 

Their multilayered, socially 
conscious lyrics tackle themes of 
love, loss, mental health, societal 
pressures and individualism and 
frequently incorporate psycho- 
logical concepts and references to 
literature, art, religion and phi- 
losophy. And while the specific 
subjects of their lyrics have 
changed as the members have 
matured, their songs have always 
harbored profound meanings for 
those who are willing to dig deep 
enough. Though BTS are not the 
only ones who rap and sing about 
psychological and social issues, no 
other Korean artist has been able 
to do this as successfully and on 
such a global scale. 

Though BTS may have started 
as an underdog Korean hip-hop 
group, over the course of eight 
years they’ve grown to become the 
world’s biggest band—largely 
thanks to ARMY, their devoted 
global fan base—and record- 
setting pioneers who are ushering 
in anewera in K-pop. # 
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Music critic YOUNGDAE KIM has spent years listening 
to the BTS discography. In this excerpt from his book 
BTS the Review, he explains why these albums are 
the most noteworthy, why each is amust-listen and 
how BTS has transcended genre 
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SKOOL LUV AFFAIR 2014 

Skool Luv Affair is the last of the 
School Trilogy, combining various 
musical efforts in previous 
albums into more acceptable, if 
not more palatable, forms for 
mass popularity. It coincides with 
the shift in the album’s theme 
from abstract concepts like 
dreams and happiness to some- 
thing more realistic and tangible 
like love. The general public was 


still new to the format of hip-hop 
idols, but the final product was 
rather something familiar and 
acceptable. “Boy in Luv” not only 
packed BTS’s energy in a more 
concentrated form, it also inte- 
grated their straightforward 
message and easy-listening 
music to lead the track toward 
commercial success. On the 
other hand, ‘dust One Day” is a 
track with contemporary sensi- 


bilities that entices the existing 
K-pop idol fans. The soft nuance 
exhibited in gloomy lyricism and 
innocence distinguishes BTS 
from other groups based on hip- 
hop or urban genres. In any case, 
the best track on the album is 
“Tomorrow.” The poetic lyrics and 
dramatic melodies harmonize 
beautifully to present the most 
unforgettable moment in BTS’s 
early career. 


& 


wy 
§ 


Crm Gesu : P 
, = <a® 


‘ 


" 


fe 
ere 


Lg 
a 


™ 


Ss gi2ee 
i ge fete 
ey Ore 


; 
yi 
ra 

fg 

: 

% 


s+oroist Young Forever 2016 
The Most Beautiful Moment in 
Life: Young Forever was the 
ultimate breakthrough. Although 
it is a special album in a repack- 
aged format, the added songs 
are important works that 
symbolize their growth and per- 
formance, both commercially 
and musically. The world view of 
the Youth series, which deserves 
to be distinguished as an era, 
obtained the internal integrity of 
the narrative through the grand 
finale of “Epilogue: Young For- 
ever.” The music achieved an 
exquisite balance of popular 
appeal and commerciality while 
establishing the signature sound 
of BTS that could not be easily 
emulated. Harking back to the 
beginning of BTS’s career as 
underdogs who endured ups and 
downs, this was indeed a 


poignant turning point. “Burning 
Up (FIRE)” is a significant track 
that demonstrated how their 
raw, youthful energy can become 
explosively popular to the 
masses while still maintaining 
BTS’s identity of a hip-hop group. 
This was the song that imprinted 
their presence to the wider pub- 
lic. “Save Me” is one of the most 
BTS-esque pieces that shows 
how trendy genres can be trans- 
formed into BTS’s signature style 
of music through ingenious lyrics 
and elaborate production. Above 
all, “Epilogue: Young Forever” is 
an impressive masterpiece that 
condenses the essence and 
sentiment of all the themes in 
the Youth series. It provides 

the reason for this album to be 
evaluated on its own. This is 
decidedly one of the most impor- 
tant albums of BTS’s career. 


WINGS 2016 
Wings attempts the most mature 


transformation since BTS’s debut. 


This is a masterpiece created in 
the darkest and most depressed 
(at the time) tone, combining the 
keywords youth—presented by 
The Most Beautiful Moment in 
Life—temptation and ordeal. 
Temptation—expressed as “evil” 
in the intro—as well as lies and 
stigma (which are also titles) 
imply the album’s religious 
theme. The narrative of “tempted 
youth” strongly reveals heroic 
and mythical influence. The most 
impressive musical accomplish- 
ment in Wings is the members’ 
potential and individuality as 
independent musicians, not just 
as parts of the group. Their solo 
tracks, attempted for the first 
time in their career as a major 
effort, acutely distinguish the 
musical style and direction of 
members from each other. This 
kind of omnibus structure is 
applied similarly to their later 
albums. WINGS develops further 
the concepts based on keywords 
“youth” and “growth” as pre- 
sented in the Youth series, 
followed by the density of the 
repackaged album You Never 
Walk Alone, which completes the 


narrative of consolation and 
encouragement. The relationship 
between these two albums is 
similar to that of a question and 
answer, or a proposal and con- 
clusion. This pattern, where one 
album offers clues to the 
answers provided by the next, 
recurs in Love Yourself. The 
premise is philosophical and liter- 
ary in nuance. “Spring Day” 
became the impetus for BTS to 
overcome their limitations as an 
idol group, transforming into a 
universal band that appeals to a 
wide range of music fans. In ele- 
ments external to music, Wings 
and You Never Walk Alone gave 
rise to a more visible following 
that presaged the BTS phenome- 
non in the United States. WINGS 
achieved an amazing feat by 
ranking 26th on the Billboard 200, 
which had remained the highest 
record for K-pop before BTS 
broke it a year later. “Blood Sweat 
& Tears” demonstrated that the 
expressive ability and narrative 
of BTS were evolving toward 
universal appeal, and as “Spring 
Day” in You Never Walk Alone 
attracted the fans across gener- 
ational boundaries, it signaled the 
opening of a new chapter in the 
BTS phenomenon. 


Tear 2018 

While Love Yourself: Her brought 
about a worldwide BTS syndrome, it 
also was an unprecedented level of 
pressure for the members. In 
response to the international per- 
spectives that began to treat them 
as musicians and artists, instead of a 
generic K-pop idol, they presented 
the most serious, determined and 
solemn album. The title, Love Your- 
self: Tear, was also quite apropos. 
“Fake Love,” which premiered glob- 
ally at the Billboard Music Awards, is 
the defining song of the album. The 
level of solemnity, romanticism and 
literary sensibilities are expansive for 
this masterful piece. The album is 
filled with high-quality tracks. “The 
Truth Untold” most purely highlights 
the vocals out of the entire BTS dis- 
cography, and “134340” is brilliant 
with the experimental arrangement. 
“Magic Shop” is one of the most mov- 
ing songs on the album. It elevates 
the position of “fan songs,” idol’s 
sweet serenade dedicated to their 
fans, to another level. The ample 
musical experience and expertise of 
Big Hit production team, the assis- 
tance of overseas composers who 
imbued trend and international sen- 
sibilities, and especially the progress 
of BTS members’ skills as artists all 
successfully merged and culminated 
in their best artistic effort yet. In 
terms of message, music and tech- 
nicality of sounds, this is the “made 
in Korea” music that can compete 
anywhere in the world. 


Map of the 

Soul: 7 2020 

Produced amid the 

praise, “the world’s 

biggest boy band,” 

Map of the Soul: 7 
is an ambitious and complex project 
in both design and execution. Looking 
back on modern pop music history, 
itis rare for a boy band—a format as 
commercial as it gets—to tackle 
such a philosophical theme. Originally 
envisaged as a trilogy, the Map of the 
Soul series—inspired by Murray Stein’s 
study of the same title on Carl Jung’s 
theories—had to be cut down to two 
albums in the face of an unforeseen 
pandemic. Thematically, Map of the 
Soul: 7 acts as the sequel to Map of 
the Soul: Persona and the conclusion 
to the series itself. BTS incorporates 
Carl Jung’s concepts of “shadow” and 
“ego” into their signature discourse 
of youth, interpreting them into a 
wide array of genres, including hip- 
hop, soul, Latin and arena rock. 
Even more noteworthy is that each 
member has grown profoundly as 
an artist. Suga boldly reveals the 
abyss of darkness inside, glimpses of 
which have been shown through his 
mixtapes, while Jungkook demon- 
strates his potential as a solo R&B 
vocalist well beyond a talented “idol” 
singer. Once an unnoticed rookie in 
the industry, BTS has risen to become 
more than a K-pop band. Map of the 
Soul: 7 is a reward for both BTS and 
their fans that vindicates their journey 
of determination, and in this sense, 
“We Are Bulletproof: The Eternal” will 
remain one of the most inspirational 
masterpieces in their career. 


The Essential Albums ‘ 


Mono. 2018 

The second mixtape of RM, 
rejecting conventional titles, is 
called a “playlist.” Following the 
tracks one by one, the intention 
becomes clear. The two central 
themes throughout Mono. are the 
sense of loneliness and the senti- 
ment as a stranger. Here, being a 
stranger isn’t limited to being a 
“foreigner.” It is the realization 
that you can belong anywhere 
but cannot wholly belong to one 
place, therefore becoming an 
eternally unfamiliar being. This 
view is suggested in the contrast 
of two early tracks, “tokyo” and 
“seoul.” If Tokyo is an exotic 
space that turned him into an 
“other” as a foreigner, the per- 
sonal and intimate place called 
Seoul, where he must belong, still 
makes him feel lonely. This is 
often expressed as an explora- 
tion of duality. RM constantly 
swings between the sun and the 
moon, love and hatred, eternity 
and emptiness, contrasting them 
with one another to describe his 
solitude. In “forever rain,” he 
prays that it rains eternally 
because only rain can be his 
friend. In turn, this track 


compactly embodies all the 
stories on the album. Still, the 
rain is only the medium. What 
he really seeks to find is himself, 
and “I” am both the fundamental 
origin and the answer to my 
solitude. Short for “monologue,” 
this album is an extensively per- 
sonal confession. Every single 
message is directed inward, 
every theme explores the duality 
and contradictions that divide 
why “I” am, and the origin of 

it all, solitude. Aside from the 
thematic dimension, Mono. is in 
the format of a playlist that RM 
composed by himself, for him- 
self. It’s not a hip-hop or rap 
album in the traditional sense. 
He examines multiple genres, 
but instead of investigating 
genres, he’s investigating senti- 
mentalities. It’s such a huge 
contrast from his first mixtape, 
filled with the raw verbal 
vindication of himself. Vulner- 
ability, lyricism and RM’s 
signature intellect are all thor- 
oughly balanced in this album, 
that may as well be his new 
beginning as an artist. The music 
that was always directed at 
others is now pointed inward. 


THE KOREAN WAVE 


A GLOBAL 
PHENOMENON 


It's notjust K-pop. For decades, KOREAN CULTURE 
has influenced film and TV, food, fashion, beauty— 
and everything in between. BY REGINA KIM 


BB CREAMS AND SHEET MASKS. THE 
Masked Singer and The Good Doc- 
tor. Bonchon fried chicken and 
Dalgona coffee. What do all of these 
things have in common? They are 
all products of Hallyu, or the 
Korean Wave, which refers to the 
growing popularity of Korean pop 
culture around the world. The term 
Hallyu was first coined in the late 
1990s by Beijing journalists, who 
observed the Korean-culture craze 
that was sweeping across the coun- 
try at the time. By the mid-2000s 
Hallyu had already taken over Asia, 
where Korean dramas became 
some of the most-watched shows 
on local TV stations and K-pop 
idols regularly sold out concerts 
from Tokyo to Bangkok. And by the 
early 2010s, K-pop and K-dramas 
had sizable audiences in Latin 
America, the Middle East and parts 
of Africa and Europe. In many ways 
North America has been the final 
frontier for Hallyu, cementing its 
status as one of the biggest—if not 
the biggest—global phenomenon 
we're seeing today. 
Encompassing film, fashion, 
food, beauty, gaming and more, 
many elements of the Korean Wave 
are interconnected and serve to 
boost and reinforce the others’ 
popularity. For instance, the enor- 
mous popularity of K-pop idols and 
Korean TV personalities has gener- 
ated a growing global interest in 
another component of Hallyu: 
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South Korean cosmetics and skin- 
care products, known collectively 
as “K-beauty.” In pre-pandemic 
Seoul, it was quite common to find 
tourists from other parts of Asia 
lined up at cosmetics stores, with 
queues sometimes wrapping 
around the block. More recently, 
Westerners have also gotten in on 
the K-beauty craze, with Sephora, 
Walmart and CVS all boasting 
aisles stocked with BB creams, 
cushion foundations, sheet masks 
and all the cleansers and serums 
necessary for a 10-step Korean 
skin-care routine. And it’s a big 
business: In 2020 South Korea’s 
cosmetics exports totaled $7.57 bil- 
lion—a 16.1 percent year-over-year 
increase despite the pandemic. 
Another increasingly popular 
export from South Korea is enter- 
tainment, and one of the biggest 
milestones in the evolution of Hal- 
lyu is undoubtedly Parasite’s four 
Oscar wins, including one for Best 
Picture—the first foreign language 
film to ever nab the award. But long 
before Bong Joon-Ho’s Parasite, 
South Korea had been producing 
groundbreaking, award-winning 
films for about six decades, from 
Kang Dae-jin’s The Coachman 
(which won the Silver Bear Extraor- 
dinary Jury Prize at the Berlin 
International Film Festival back in 
1961) to Park Chan-wook’s Ven- 
geance Trilogy (the most famous of 
which is probably Oldboy, which 
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A Global Phenomenon ‘ 


SOUTH KOREA HAD BEEN 
PRODUCING GROUNDBREAKING, 
AWARD-WINNING FILMS 

FOR ABOUT SIX DECADES” 


won the Grand Prix at Cannes in 
2004). More recent hits have 
included Bong’s 2013 Snowpiercer 
and 2017 Okja and Yeon Sang-ho’s 
Train to Busan. A number of criti- 
cally acclaimed movies, such as 
A Tale of Two Sisters, Il Mare, Old- 
boy and My Sassy Girl, have been 
remade into American films. 

Even Korean TV shows have been 
adapted for American audiences. 
The popular Fox shows I Can See 
Your Voice and The Masked Singer, 
for example, are both based on 
South Korean formats. The original 
version of The Masked Singer, titled 
o47|2 (King of Masked Singer), 
also inspired remakes in Britain, 
Bulgaria, France and Germany. 
Other American remakes include 
Better Late Than Never, Somewhere 
Between and, perhaps most notably, 
The Good Doctor, which has been 
running for four seasons. 

With the growing popularity of 
K-pop and K-dramas, Korean food 
has also become more widely 
known and enjoyed. Today kimchi, 
a Korean staple dish that consists 
of fermented vegetables (usually 
cabbage), can be found every- 
where from local supermarkets to 
chain restaurants like TGI Fridays 
and California Pizza Kitchen, and 
is also incorporated into all kinds 
of fusion dishes, from burgers to 
tacos to pasta. 

The Korean wave of “K-foods” 
started with traditional dishes such 
as kimchi and bulgogi and then 
expanded into Korean fried chicken 
and beer. But more recently the 
Korean food craze has been led by 
instant foods, and Korean instant 


noodles (ramyun—the Korean 
version of ramen) in particular. 
Buoyed by the ongoing popularity 
of K-dramas (which often show 
people eating instant noodles) and 
by the global blockbuster Parasite 
(which featured “Chapaguri” noo- 
dles), foodies around the world are 
slurping up Korean ramyun: South 
Korea’s instant-noodle exports 
totaled $549.72 million from 
January to November 2020, up 
28.4 percent from the previous year. 
And remember Dalgona coffee, 
the so-called “quarantine drink”? 
While it wasn’t invented in Korea, 
Korean actor Jung Il-woois credited 
with causing it to go viral in South 
Korea—which in turn led to other 
countries joining in on the trend. 
By all accounts, it seems that 
the Korean Wave’s surge only con- 
tinues: A report by the Korea 
Foundation revealed that in Sep- 
tember 2020 there were more than 
100 million members in 1,835 
Korean Wave-related clubs across 
98 countries, an increase of more 
than 5 million fans of Korean cul- 
ture from the year before. Much of 
this increase is attributed to K-pop 
groups such as BTS, whose popu- 
larity skyrocketed in the West as 
the pandemic forced people to 
spend more time online and in 
front of their TVs. And now col- 
leges and universities in the US., 
U.K., France, Vietnam, Egypt and 
other countries have launched BTS 
Korean language classes to help 
students learn the language 
through content related to the 
K-pop superstars. Now that’s 
something to sing about. 
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BTS: A BRIGHT 
FUTURE 


When COVID-19 shut down the world, it didn’t 
stop BTS from creating NEW ALBUMS and 
holding virtual concerts for their army of fans. 
Here’s what’s next. BY AMY WILKINSON 
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WHEN THE CLOCK STRUCK MIDNIGHT 
on Jan. 1, 2020, the future looked 
bright—unstoppable, even—for the 
men of BTS. Just minutes before, 
they had become the first Korean 
act to perform on the long-running 
Dick Clark’s New Year’s Rockin’ 
Eve in the heart of Times Square. 
And the band had big plans for 
2020, including the Feb. 21 release 
of Map of the Soul: 7 and an accom- 
panying global tour. But the arenas 
and stadiums would remain 
empty—with nary a light stick in 
sight—as the COVID-19 pandemic 
took hold. 

As always, however, BTS wouldn’t 
let ARMY down, and instead they 
got creative with how they inter- 
acted with fans. In June 2020 they 
took part in YouTube’s Dear Class of 


2020, an online graduation celebra- 
tion, during which they gave 
touching commencement speeches 
and performed “Boy with Luv,” 
“Spring Day” and “Mikrokosmos.” 
Aweek later, on June 14, building on 
the success of their earlier Bang 
Bang Con event in April, the group 
launched Bang Bang Con: Live, a 
100-minute online concert to cele- 
brate the seventh anniversary of 
their debut. New music would come 
too: In August they released their 
English-language song “Dynamite,” 
which debuted at No. 1 (and would 
earn them their first Grammy nod), 
and in November they released 
their new studio album (and the 
second of 2020!) Be. In December 
they were named Time magazine’s 
Entertainer of the Year. 
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As 2020 turned into 2021, BTS 
didn’t let up. On Feb. 23 the band 
appeared on MTV Unplugged, 
where they performed “Telepathy” 
and “Blue & Grey” for the first time 
live, plus a moving cover of Cold- 
play’s 2005 hit “Fix You.” 

“This song gave us comfort, so 
we wanted to prepare this cover to 
comfort you as well,” Jimin said of 
“Fix You.” 

And the band will keep offering 
comfort to fans throughout 2021, 
Jungkook promised as the show 
concluded: “We will continue to 
stay by your side this year with 
good music.” 

Whether “good music” trans- 
lates to “new music” remains to be 
seen. BTS released the repackaged 
Be (Essential Edition) in February, 


but it seems rumors are always 
swirling about the possibility of a 
brand-new album from the group. 
(Plus they’ve already proven they 
are capable of releasing an album 
during a pandemic!) 

What we do know is that the 
septet won’t be going anywhere 
anytime soon: BTS’s contract with 
Big Hit Entertainment runs 
through 2026. And while there had 
been some worry that members 
would need to take time off for their 
20-month compulsory duty in the 
South Korean army (required of all 
men between the ages of 18 and 28), 
parliament recently passed a bill 
extending that age to 30 (just in 
time for Jin’s 28th birthday). 

All of which means that BTS will 
be dynamite for years to come. 
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BTS in 2017 at 
the American 
Music Awards. 
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of Light 

At a 2018 concert in New York, 
ARMY demonstrate their love 
for BTS by illuminating the night 
sky. These ubiquitous light sticks 
are just one way attendees 
work together during a concert 
to show their support for the 
singers—there’s also the fan 
chant or the synchronized cho- 
rus of the names of the 
superstars at the beginning 

of songs. 


